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Chapter 1

Origin

 

Superman fell from the sky, collided with a
skyscraper, and bounced off as it toppled. The action figure
crashed into a green stegosaurus grazing at the foot of the sky
blue leather sofa.

Mild-mannered janitor Dave Johnson set the
cardboard skyscraper upright again in the model city erected on his
steel gray living room carpet.

He tugged down his Spider-Man pajama top and
sent a scolding glance at his dimpled nine-year-old. “Derrick, you
shouldn’t have dropped him like that.”

Derrick scratched his head. “But, Dad, you
said Superman got hit with a missile.”

When would his son ever learn?

At least Derrick still cared, unlike Dave’s
eldest. “A missile isn’t going to knock Superman out of the sky,
son. He’s invulnerable. He might be fazed, but he’d pop right back
up.”

Derrick nodded. “That makes sense.”

“All right, so get him back in the sky.”

Derrick lifted Superman back above the
cardboard model of Metropolis.

Naomi called from the kitchen, “Dinner!”

Derrick wrinkled his nose. “Aw, Mom—”

“—now, son.” Dave wagged a finger. “We’ve
talked about this. You need to eat.”

“But what’s going to happen to Lois
Lane?”

Dave mussed Derrick’s bushy hair, black like
his own. “We’ll find out tomorrow, Champ.”

He glanced to their chipped oak entertainment
center. The DVD player’s clock read 4:37 p.m. Time to get ready for
work. He jogged into the master bedroom, stripped off his vintage
Spider-Man PJ’s, and changed into the stone gray coveralls Naomi
had laid out for him on her girly yellow comforter, which covered
their Queen Anne style bed.

Where was his government-issued, navy blue
baseball cap? He usually left it on the stack of red milk crates
filled with the newer additions to his comic book collection. He
spotted it atop his collection of every superhero DVD box set known
to man. Grinning, he snatched the hat up. Aha. No lowly work
accessory could outsmart Mild-Mannered Janitor Dave Johnson.

He set the cap askew on his head, patted his
breast pocket, and hit thin plastic. Good. Not only would it be
embarrassing if he lost his security pass a third time this month,
he’d incur another $25 fine, and Naomi wouldn’t let him buy the
Wonder Woman action figure he needed to complete his Justice League
collection.

The door flung open. Naomi stood outside it
in a perfectly pressed navy pants suit, her sharp, side-parted
ebony bob curling a bit under her chin. Trouble brewed in eyes the
same color as her favorite Starbucks brew: a half-caf, non-fat
grande latte with sugar-free chocolate syrup and exactly four
packets of Splenda. “Dave, we need to talk.”

Oh no. Mount Naomi was about to blow. “What
about?”

She folded her arms. “How about our life and
supposed marriage?”

Dave brushed past her into the living room.
“I don’t have time for this.”

“You never have time!” She stomped up
alongside him. “You get up after I leave for work. And you leave a
few minutes after I get home.”

“Wait up for me, and we’ll talk when I get
in.”

“At two a.m?”

“That’s as good a time as any.” Dave fled to
the kitchen and sighed at the dining nook’s empty claw-foot
pedestal table. Naomi had the boys eating dinner in their room
again? Funny how that always coincided with the flow of lava. He
grabbed his X-Men lunchbox from the stainless steel side-by-side
refrigerator. He headed for the door to the attached two-car
garage.

Naomi ran ahead and blocked his getaway. “We
talk now.”

He looked at his silver bat signal watch. She
was making him late. “Fine, two minutes.”

“I’m concerned about the kids.”

Dave stiffened. “What? You don’t think I’m a
good father?”

“You’ve been great teaching them to be little
boys, but you can’t play Superman with them forever. They need
someone who can help them through difficult times. Someone who can
show them how to be men.”

 “And why can’t I?”

“Look at yourself, Dave! You make me pack
your dinner in the same lunchbox James used in kindergarten! You
don’t buy all that superhero stuff for the kids.”

Dave crossed his arms. “I work hard for this
family!”

Naomi flicked her index finger at Dave.
“You’ve been at the same job a decade. You’re not twenty-three
anymore. You need to grow up for the kids’ sake—and for me.”

“And for you?”

“Yes, and for me! Do you know how long it’s
been since we’ve been together? Nine months. It’s like, all you
wanted were James and Derrick, and, as soon as you got them, you
forgot all about me.”

“I’m the same man you married. You’re the one
who’s changed.” He glanced at her pink polished nails. A
sandy-haired Mary Jane met him at the altar twelve years ago. So
how did he end up married to Lois Lane? “What’s happened to
you?”

“I grew up, Dave.”

“I’ll see you tomorrow.”

She took the hint and moved out of his way.
“This isn’t over!”

Dave slammed the door behind him. Why
couldn’t she understand? Superheroes did things he could only dream
of. He wasn’t playing silly games; he was sharing his dreams with
the kids. It wasn’t like his hobby kept him from working. He always
brought home his paycheck, and he never complained about the tight
hold Lois—er, Naomi—kept on the purse strings.

He climbed in his pick-up truck and backed
out into traffic. He glanced at the empty seat. “You don’t want to
talk.” He returned his gaze to the road. “You want to scream at me
until I change into some boring Ken Doll in a suit who golfs and
does all the things the big bosses do at your work. You say I don’t
listen, but at least I let you talk. The only time I can talk to
you is when you’re not here. When you’re here, I can hear you,
but—”

Dave swallowed. He’d rather be beaten up by a
tag team of the Rhino and Doctor Octopus. It’d be less painful.

A freckled little boy on a bike darted out in
front of him. Dave slammed his brakes hard.

The truck stopped inches from the kid. Dave
lowered his head onto the steering column. The boy cursed and rode
away.

Calm down, or you’ll kill somebody.

“This looks like a job for Superman.” Dave
pressed the play button on his CD player. The old time radio
crackled over his truck’s speakers. From a crowd in Metropolis, a
woman shouted, “Look, up in the sky!”

By the time the narrator said, “And now for
our story,” the pain had eased.

 

###

 

Dave settled in his janitor’s closet with the
latest issue of Amazing Spider-Man. He checked his watch;
11:31. Half an hour earlier than usual. Sweet, two whole hours to
spend rescuing Mary Jane and then off home to bed. That was the
best part of this job. No one stood over him, cracking the whip if
he wasn’t working his whole shift. He could even show up fifteen
minutes late, like he did tonight, and no one would care. So long
as he got their storage facility squeaky clean, the FBI was
happy.

Still, he left the closet open wide enough to
view the door, just in case. In the distance, the entrance whooshed
open. Dave stood with a start, grabbed his broom, went out, and
began sweeping the already-swept floor.

Agent Polk entered with a scowl etched on his
face. Behind Polk came an agent who looked like he’d just graduated
from the academy and another whose hairline had retreated even
farther back than Polk’s. The strangers carried a black rod slid
through the center of a metal cylinder caked with brown dried
blood.

The bald agent gawked around. “You absolutely
sure this will be secure here? I still say it’d be safer in
DC.”

Polk turned his back to Dave, facing the
strangers. “Don’t worry. The director figured the last place the
terrorists would look for a weapon from Albuquerque is a small town
in Washington State.”

“Weapon. Heh. The boys in the lab say it’s
just a cylinder.”

The young agent asked, “Why didn’t you have
them study it more?”

“We didn’t want it out in the open.” The bald
agent glanced at Dave and then glared at Polk. “Why didn’t you get
this guy out?”

Polk laughed. “Dave’s not a problem. I’ve
known him twelve years. He’s loyal. And even if he said anything,
nobody would believe him; he’s got a wild imagination.” Polk
lowered his voice. “The guy wears Spider-Man underwear and uses an
X-Men lunch box.”

Dave glowered. At least he had an
imagination. Polk lived his entire life in a suit. That guy could
use a few X-Men comics.

Polk grabbed the young agent’s end of the rod
and yanked the cylinder free. Polk extended it to Dave.

Baldy raised a hand. “Hey!”

Polk asked, “Would you like me to haul a lab
technician out here to do a janitor’s job?”

Baldy sighed. Polk turned to Dave. “We need
to pack this. Can you wash it off?”

“Sure thing.” Dave carried the blood-stained
cylinder into his closet. No worries about contaminating evidence.
They didn’t store that sorta thing here. At the sink, he shifted
the cylinder into one hand and turned the water on. He picked up a
scrub brush and maneuvered it towards the end of the cylinder. The
cylinder grew to the exact size of his arm and slid up onto it.

Dave screamed, “Get off!”

The cylinder released its grip and splashed
into the sink.

Dave returned with the cleaned cylinder. The
strangers had left.

Polk waved at a packing crate on the table.
“All right, Dave, just put it in the crate.”

Dave did. Polk snapped off some pictures and
nailed the crate shut. They hauled it inside the vault with the top
secret stuff. They had everything in here but Bigfoot and the
Roswell spacecraft. “There you go, Agent Polk.”

“How many times must I tell you? That’s
Special Agent in Charge Polk to you, mister.”

Picky, picky. Dave shrugged. “Right. I’ll get
back to cleaning, sir.”

“Dave, say, would you like to go out for a
drink?”

Since when did Polk drink? Dave stared at his
watch and then at Polk. “No, thanks. My wife would kill me.”

Polk grunted. He flipped out his cell phone
and speed dialed someone. “Hey, want to get a drink?”

 

###

 

Dave stared at the hollow cylinder graphic
filling the flat panel computer screen set up on the plastic, white
folding table in his basement. This was like something out of a
Steven Spielberg movie. He held up the Styrofoam cup from his
lunch, which had the bottom punched out. “This means some—” Dave
cupped his hand over his mouth. “No, I’m not going to be sued for
the contents of my own life!”

He pulled up a search engine and did a search
for “Terrorist, Albuquerque.” Hits came up from so-called
legitimate news sources claiming terrorists had planted bombs to
blow up buildings. Dave shook his head. The mainstream press,
regardless of their politics, lied all the time. He needed a
reliable source of news.

“Superhero fan forum!” He pulled up an
abandoned thread from two months ago, started by Crazy Al in New
Mexico. Crazy Al’s name and his avatar’s three chipmunks morphing
into beautiful blondes hadn’t been too impressive at the time. Now
he seemed far more credible:

 

The media is spreading so much bowl. Those
lamers aren’t reporting the truth. There’s a terrorist blowing up
the buildings, but he’s not using bombs. I saw him downtown, and I
nearly wet my pants. The guy is superhuman, they have the entire
National Gourd out. He’s a freakin’ real life super villain.

Man, where’s Spider-Man when you need
him?

 

Dave read his own response. “Well, I wouldn’t
put stock in someone who can’t even spell ‘bull.’ Besides, a guy
like that would beat Spider-Man. You dork, Spider-Man’s in New
York. He’d be useless with all the cactus in New Mexico. What
skyscrapers do you have out there? It’s like adobe houses
everywhere. The Flash could do the job, maybe with help from Iron
Man.”

The next 351 comments degenerated into a
flame war over who would be the best superhero to fight in New
Mexico.

“Crazy Al was right.” Dave flicked his
Styrofoam cylinder. “Well, not totally. The Flash would’ve done
much better than Spider-Man.”

Dave returned to his graphic. The cylinder
must be the source of the terrorist’s power. What else could
explain what Crazy Al saw, plus what the FBI agents said? That left
one question.

What if it had made the guy a terrorist?

What if it hadn’t? What if it was neutral?
Only one way to find out. He could tell Polk, but Polk wouldn’t
believe him. Besides, Polk was too weak. Only Dave had read enough
comic books to know how to defeat an evil symbiote.

But it’d be so cool if it wasn’t evil.

The back door slammed. “Hey, Dad!”

Dave sighed in relief. Maybe now he could
focus on something besides whether the cylinder’s power was magic
or science.

 

###

 

Dave dropped the mop into the bucket.
Finally. He thought he’d never finish.

He pushed his janitor’s cart back to the
closet and dumped the dirty water down the drain, still feeling
that same tug towards the vault, almost like the cylinder was
calling him. But opening the crate would be a breach of trust. If
anyone found out, he’d lose his job.

The chances of discovery were almost nil,
though. The FBI came by maybe three times annually. The security
guards were supposed to do rounds inside the warehouse, but hadn’t
in years. He could pry it open for a peek, nail it back, and nobody
would know.

Yeah, one little peek. One little peek
wouldn’t hurt.

He grabbed a crowbar off the wall and tiptoed
into the vault. Bingo. He pried open the crate and pulled out the
cylinder. It seemed to pulsate in his hands.

Wow. Imagine the power it could give him.
Instead of, “Today, three children died in a three-alarm fire,”
reporters would say, “Today, a Real Life Superhero rescued three
children from a three-alarm fire.”

Dave slid the cylinder up his arm. Maybe this
wasn’t a good idea. He didn’t have time to fight an evil symbiote.
He had a softball tournament on Sunday.

The world swirled around him. His stomach
lurched, and he closed his eyes.

Once the dizziness subsided, he opened his
eyes and gasped. A hundred yards away, a massive waterfall roared
like the Boulder Dam, booming in time with his racing heartbeat.
Six moons reflected in the waves lapping at his feet. Beside him, a
neon orange tree shaped kind of like a curly fry grew bent over, as
if bowing to the waterfall.

“Where am I?” Dave asked.

A purple light flashed, and a gray-skinned
man at least eight feet tall appeared before the bowing curly fry
tree. In his black armor and green cloak, the giant looked like he
could snap Dave in half with his pinky. And Dave wore a 2XL in
shirts.

He clapped. “Wow, can you do that again?”

The gray figure glared. “I am Zolgron,
Champion of the Karonites, not a trained baboon. Fifteen hundred
years ago, I was one of eight of my kind. We were a powerful race
with strength and abilities far surpassing those of the common
Gorlen.

 “I resolved to make myself King of the
Karonites, vanquish the champions of the seven other nations, and
take their lands for my own. Before I even raised my hand to do
this, the Creator seized me. He said he had made me and my brethren
as guardians, not lords. He took a common, weak Gorlen and made him
the new champion.

“As for me, he said I must learn a great
lesson. Until I do, I can only empower others. I’ve had three
thousand hosts on fifty planets. When I attach to a host, I become
part of it. When the host dies, I live on, taking another form. My
shape-changing ability is the one power he has left me.”

Attach? Dave touched the arm the cylinder had
attached to. “You’re the cylinder?”

“That is the shape I took. I can be as tiny
as a mouse or as large as a Doberman.”

“How did you travel from planet to
planet?”

Zolgron laughed. “Most of the galaxy has
possessed the secret to space travel for six hundred years. And not
to merely create something in space to fly up to in the ship you
built so you can fly to the thing you created.”

Huh? The International Space Station was
cool. Then again, Zolgron was cooler. “So, with you attached to my
arm, I get some great powers.”

“You can run faster than one of your sports
cars. You have the strength of a hundred ordinary humans, can
change shapes, and materialize objects at will.”

“Can I fly?” Dave flapped his arms.

“Not naturally. You could materialize a jet
pack on your back, though.”

“This is so cool!”

Zolgron buried his head in his hands.
“Creator, have I learned the lesson yet?”

“Wait a second.” Dave folded his arms. “How
do I know you’re not evil?”

“I’m neither good nor evil. I’m simply a tool
to be used as my host sees fit, like one of your handguns.”

“But guns are evil!”

Zolgron snorted. “Oh, one of those. Let me
try this again. I’m like your mop. Your mop can be used for good or
for evil.”

Dave laughed, shaking his head. “How could
mops be used for evil?”

Zolgron smiled. “Watch.”

Seven mops appeared and bludgeoned Dave.

“Vile cleansing instruments, you shall not
defeat me!” Dave karate chopped one of the mops, knocking it to the
ground. He jumped in mid-air and decapitated another. He turned.
Hundreds, no thousands of mops came at him from all sides, like a
horror film shot in a cleaning supply store. He screamed like a
cheerleader.

The world spun. Again his stomach lurched and
he squeezed his eyes shut.

Dave stared at the shelf in the vault and the
crowbar in his hand. The crate before him remained nailed shut. He
didn’t even open it?

It had all been a dream. A lousy, stinking
dream. “I’ve got to stop eating Hawaiian pizza. Though, curly fries
sound good.”

Note to self: Head to Arby’s for two a.m.
snack.

 

###

 

Dave stood on the bench as his teammates did
their batting practice. He cupped his hands. “Swing through the
ball!” He sounded like he knew what he was doing if he shouted out
softball clichés.

The batter swung and missed as the ball went
so wild, it landed in the other team’s dugout.

“Good eye!” Maybe he didn’t get big hits
these days, but after nine years, he had clubhouse leadership.

The batter glared at him, extending a fist
into the air.

Well, he’d renewed his determination.

The batter growled. “I’m gonna kill that
jerk.”

Dave pumped his fist. “That’s the spirit. Get
some fire. Eye of the tiger!”

 His softball coach waved him to the
other end of the dugout. Dave grinned. After starting at first for
six seasons, would he finally make captain?

Dave strutted across the dugout, chest puffed
out. “I was just rallying the troops. You know, captain stuff. It’s
too bad we don’t have a captain.”

The coach grimaced. “Johnson, could you sit
down?”

“Sit down? It’s time to stand up. The Star
Spangled Banner will be sung, and, if there’s a captain, he needs
to run the line-up card out to the umpire.”

“You’re going to be a back-up next
season.”

Dave coughed and pounded his chest.
“What?”

“We all like you.” The coach stared at the
batter who’d just finished practice. The batter’s teeth were
clenched like he was about to go to war. “Or most of us like you,
but this team is supposed to bring positive publicity to Benny’s
Bar and Grill. What exactly do you think a 3-18 record means to the
public?”

“That we’re good sports.”

Coach shook his head. “No, that we’re losers!
I’m playing Larry Gray at first so we have a shot at advancing in
the playoffs. Next season, you can back up and coach third. Maybe
pitch an inning if everybody else’s arms are tired, or if we’re
ahead or behind by twenty runs.”

Dave slumped on the bench. What happened to
the days when winning wasn’t as important as friendship? Sure, he
had two hits and six walks in a hundred at-bats this year. Sure, he
had given up twenty-five runs in ten innings pitched, but what
about loyalty?

 

###

 

Naomi took her seat in the stands. “Go
Benny’s!” She stared at the scorecard and double-checked the names
like she would a client’s credit report before approving the
mortgage. Ah, softball, where she got to both see her husband and
see him doing something more adult than playing with action figures
made for eight-year-olds.

Shoulders slumped, Dave trudged up the steps
and plopped beside her. She pointed at him. “Do I know you from
somewhere?”

The gullible little boy in a pudgy man’s body
stared at her. “Um, Naomi . . . .”

Why ever had she found his Peter Pan syndrome
adorable? “Yes, I was wearing a white dress and weren’t you the
gentleman in the tuxedo?”

“They’re putting me on back-up.”

What? Dave had been starting forever. “You’re
not injured, are you?”

“No, but I’m not going to get played anymore.
It’s not fair. I’ve played every game. Remember when I went 3-for-4
with a couple singles and a triple a few years back?”

Naomi touched his left cheek. The poor thing
must be devastated. “I’ve seen all your games, honey. As much as
you love the game, you’re not Lou Grant.”

Dave blinked. “From the sitcom? You mean Lou
Gehrig, don’t you?”

“There’s a difference?”

Dave laughed. “Yeah, there is. Lou Gehrig
played for the New York Yankees until 1939. He hit 493 Home Runs
and played 2,130 games in a row. Lou Grant was a fat sitcom
character from the 1970s that my mom made me miss Superfriends to
watch. Big difference, honey.”

Naomi smiled. “Sometime, I’ll have to explain
to you the law on mortgage insurance.”

 “Sure, about the time I get my next
root canal, after I go under.”

She frowned. Maybe she should try something
more on his level. Like Chutes and Ladders.

Through the next few innings, a grin kept
tugging at the corners of Naomi’s lips as she sat with an arm
around Dave, lost in his warm brown eyes. Maybe, if he didn’t get
to start any more, he’d spend more time with her.

Okay, so old Mrs. Cranston told her
third-grade Sunday School class to put others first. Well, she’d
sacrificed enough. She was entitled to a little happiness for
once.

A cry of pain echoed through the ballpark
over the crowd’s applause. Dave’s replacement at first limped
across the field to the bench. Looked like he’d made a great catch
to end the top of the sixth, but twisted his ankle in the
process.

Dave’s coach screamed, “Johnson! Get down
here!”

Naomi’s husband kissed her cheek, ran down
onto the field, and into the dugout. She sighed. That was her life.
These moments never lasted long enough.

 

###

 

Coach grunted. “We’re only down 7-5. Try not
to mess it up, Johnson.”

Dave walked onto the field. After all three
of Benny’s batters went down, Dave glanced at the score. The
scoreboard boy put a “0” in the bottom of the sixth. Only one
inning remained. It was loser out. Do or die.

In the seventh, the first hitter hit a pop
fly into shallow right field. Dave ran to make a diving catch.
Naomi and the rest of the crowd jumped to their feet to cheer.

At last, she’s applauded me! Dave threw the
ball to the pitcher, bowed, and tipped his cap to the crowd.

Coach screamed, “Johnson, who do you think
you are? Albert Pujols? Get back into position.”

The next batter hit a ground ball, which the
shortstop scooped up and threw to Dave. The ball came six feet wide
of first base. Dave stretched far enough to catch the ball and got
to the base in time to record the second out. A strikeout later,
the inning was over.

In the bottom of the seventh, the first
hitter grounded out, and the second struck out. The third bunted
for a base hit. Coach shouted from the dugout, “You mind not
risking the season?”

The next batter hit a ground ball to short
that should’ve ended the game, but the shortstop’s throw landed in
right field. The runners advanced to second and third.

Dave gulped. It was his turn to bat. He
strode to his skipper, chest out, belly in.

The coach rolled his eyes. “Try not to make a
fool of yourself.”

Coach gave such encouraging advice.

Dave stepped into the batter’s box. The first
pitch came high and tight—ball one. The pitcher lobbed the second
pitch over. Dave swung and connected with the ball. The ball zoomed
over the bleachers and across the street before vanishing from
sight.

He grinned. Wow! I haven’t hit a home run in
two years!

The crowd roared as he rounded the bases. At
home plate, Coach slapped him on the back. His teammates heaved him
up on their shoulders, nearly dropping him in the process. Dave
glanced to the stands. Naomi stood screaming, jumping up and down
as she waved her hands over her head.

In the semi-finals, played an hour after the
first game ended, Dave smashed another three homers as his team won
6-3.

In the finals, played after a pizza break,
Dave hit three more homers. His team was up 14-2 as he came to bat
in the bottom of the sixth. After three balls out of the strike
zone, Dave swung. Ping. The ball not only flew out of the park, but
the aluminum bat shattered, the barrel flying out into left field.
Dave gaped. It was not possible for an ordinary human to shatter an
aluminum bat.

Dave circled the bases. Zolgron’s words
echoed in his ears. You can run faster than one of your sports
cars, have the strength of a hundred ordinary humans, can change
shapes, and can materialize objects at will.

Dave grinned wider. It wasn’t just a dream
brought on by Hawaiian pizza and an overactive imagination. The
cylinder had become part of him. He frowned. Except it was in the
crate he never opened.

Oh, this must be like in Roanoke Roadie and
the Mentalist, where the Mentalist subconsciously created a
replacement box of magic juju beans to fool the Kavnothians from
Marnoc 7 to save the amoeba people from extinction.

The coach tugged Dave’s arm. “Hey, captain,
we need to celebrate. We won a championship!”

Hey, coach, I have something far more
important to celebrate.

Dave stood with his shoulders firm, his jaw
set, and his hands on his hips. “Mild-mannered janitor by night,
softball player by weekend, Dave Johnson fights a never ending
battle—to not get sued. So, to stay on the right side of the
copyright attorneys, he fights a continuous skirmish for honesty
and fair play.”

The entire team cracked up.

Let them laugh.

A legend had been born.

 

 


Chapter 2

A Hero By Any Other Name

 

“What is it with this town?” Dave asked his
bungalow as he flew over it with the aid of his jet pack. He wore a
golden mask that matched the thunderbolt crest on his chafing green
latex costume. Now that Mild-Mannered Janitor Dave Johnson was a
superhero, he finished his work duties at eight instead of midnight
and spent the rest of his shift flying two-hour patrols around
Bryerton. He’d been out here a week and hadn’t found a single crime
to fight.

A woman’s cry for help pricked his ear.

Just like Superman. Sweet!

In a blind alley, a thief wearing a red
bandanna and baggy pants that showed off plaid boxers held a woman
at knife point. The thief grabbed the victim’s wallet and backed
away. He snarled to the accomplice with the knife, “Let’s go.”

Dave landed behind him. “Not so fast!”

The woman stared, gaping, struck speechless
by the sight of a Real Life Superhero in such a cool and
well-designed costume.

The muggers spun around. “Who are you, man?”
asked the thief in the bandanna. “And where did you get that gay
costume?”

 Hey! I spent six hours sketching this
suit! “I’m, um-um.” He worked so hard on the costume, he forgot the
most important thing: a name.

No matter. He could save this. “Who am I? Who
am I? Who am I? You want to know who I am? Your worst nightmare!”
Dave grabbed the muggers and held them together.

Focusing, he pictured them tied up. Ropes
appeared around them.

He grabbed the woman’s wallet and took it
back to her. “Here, you go, ma’am.”

She grabbed the wallet from Dave. “Thank
you.” She dashed out of the alley as if she were still in
danger.

“You’re welcome.” Dave held his head high as
he marched to a payphone. He picked up the receiver and dialed
911.

“This is 911. What’s your emergency?”

“I’m, um . . . . ” Why should he have to
think of a name? Superman didn’t name himself. The Daily Planet
did. “A couple miscreants robbed a lady. I stopped them and tied
them up so you can pick them up.”

“Who was the victim?”

“Um, I don’t know.”

“What’s your name?”

“A friend.”

“Okay, friend, let me get this straight. You
have a couple of guys tied up, and you expect the police to arrest
them on your word that they were robbing someone?”

“Yes.”

“No. Now do you want me to waste valuable
resources on sending someone to untie them, or can you handle
that?”

Dave’s cheeks warmed. “I’ll take care of
it.”

“And one more thing; 911 is for emergency
calls. If there’s no one being robbed right now, call the number
for the police.”

“Have you ever tried carrying quarters in
spandex tights?”

The line clicked and a dial tone blew a
raspberry at him.

He went back to the alley and untied the two
muggers. “You’re going free on a technicality. But you may not be
so lucky next time.”

The muggers ran off, giving him obscene
gestures.

Must not break middle fingers of villains.
Would be un-superhero-like.

 

###

 

Naomi sipped a goblet of Diet Coke and met
the glances of her tablemates at the Bryerton Professional Women’s
luncheon. Every woman at the table, except the newcomer, leaned in
as close as they could to her, looking directly into her eyes. She
sniffled. “I haven’t seen my husband in more than three days. I
only have the witness of the kids, plus his dirty dishes, to tell
me he’s still alive.”

Carmela Carmichael scooted her chair closer
to Naomi. Carmela’s long, amber curls brushed Naomi’s hand as she
touched Naomi’s shoulder blade. “He takes you for granted.”

Naomi picked at imaginary dirt on her nails.
Ever since the time her husband abandoned her in the middle of
delivering James for the grand opening of the latest superhero
flick, Carmela had regarded Dave as public enemy number one. For
that matter, Dave still hadn’t figured out why he spent the next
nine months sleeping on the proverbial couch.

“Why don’t you do something about it?”

Naomi turned towards the end of the table.
The middle-aged dirty blonde wore a pixie cut, a charcoal pants
suit, and a blank name tag while sitting with her legs crossed. She
sipped from her champagne glass, looking as frigid as the ice cube
in her glass.

 “What?” . . . does a complete stranger
who’s never even been here before think she’s doing meddling in my
private life?

The frigid pixie flicked her bangs out of her
eyes. “Why don’t you do something?”

Naomi’s ears perked up. “Like what?”

“End the marriage.”

Carmela laughed. “Maybe you’re not listening.
She wants more time with Dave, not to have him out of her
life.”

The frigid pixie snorted. “What she wants is
what she’ll never get. Husbands are like the weather. Everyone
complains, but nobody ever does anything.”

Naomi slammed her goblet on the table. The
glass shattered. Naomi winced. Not quite the effect she was going
for. Her friends stared agape, and the waitress ran over. While the
waitress brushed the broken pieces into a dust pan, Naomi put her
hands in the air to avoid touching any of the shards. “He’s not
cheating on me or hitting me or anything.”

“Not yet.” The pixie sneered. “Men are the
opposite of wine. They get worse over time. My dear, I think you’ve
got a problem. You’d never consider marrying this dolt now, but,
now that you’re married, you feel obliged to stay. Your problem is
you’re loyal.”

“What’s wrong with loyalty?”

“It is the bane of human existence. Employees
stay at failing companies cutting their benefits and salary.
Investors hold on to stocks plummeting towards worthlessness. Wives
stay in marriages making them miserable, and humans continue to
live for people and institutions that give them no return.”

The pixie glanced around the table, looking
each of them in the eye. “Intelligence is seeing the company is
going to fail and finding a job under your own terms. It’s knowing
your marriage is not working and cutting your losses before your
husband can seriously hurt you.”

Naomi frowned. “So the object of life is to
get them before they get you?”

“Precisely.”

“Sounds like a miserable way to live.”

The pixie smiled. “Tell me something.” Her
eyes flickered down towards Naomi’s name tag. “Naomi, are you a
church girl?”

“Haven’t been in years.”

“Oh, the effect is still there. But I know
miserable, and you are miserable.”

“Ladies!” The club president clapped her
fleshy hands and pushed overly large, red glasses up her nose. “I
hope you enjoyed lunch, and I’m sure you’re going to enjoy our
speaker. She was her party’s nominee for Attorney General in 2000.
She’s a local attorney specializing in family law and the author of
the book, Be Loyal to You. Please welcome Leona Campbell.”

The frigid pixie stood up and walked to the
podium.

Naomi gaped. That’s Leona Campbell?

Leona shook hands with the club president,
reached under the podium, and removed a pocket-sized copy of her
book from it. She inserted a business card and handed it to the
club president.

Carmela shook her head. “I can’t believe I
voted for Campbell. I think I’m going to go back to the office and
get some work done. You coming, Naomi?”

“I’ll catch up.”

The club president walked over to Naomi’s
table, bent over by her, and whispered, “Leona wanted me to give
you this.” The club president handed Naomi the pocket-sized copy of
Be Loyal to You. Naomi opened it. The book was signed, “Let me know
if I can help.”

Naomi read the business card:

 

Leona Campbell

Attorney at Law

Divorces R Us

 

Naomi stuffed the book and the card in her
purse and made a quick retreat to the exit.

 

###

 

After his secret identity, Mild-Mannered
Janitor Dave Johnson, had spent three days searching the Internet
to find a cool name not already taken, Amazing Man tied up a
burglar in the living room of a townhouse. A cat-scratched, beige
corner couch consumed half the space.

A young, auburn-haired woman in a purple
night gown came down the stairs with a weirdo in a green and navy
kilt. The kilt guy said, “Wow, that’s amazing!”

Dave puffed out his chest. “All in a day’s
work for Amazing Man.”

The kilt guy’s wife rolled her eyes. “More
like Conceited Man, but thanks.”

Okay, ixnay Amazingay Anmay.

 

###

 

 Dave slammed his fist on his computer
keyboard. His black pencil jar jumped on his plastic folding table
style desk. “No!” Justice Man was taken, just as Power Man had
been. An Avenger would be cool, perhaps, the Yellow and Green
Avenger. “No, too unoriginal. Err!”

He stomped upstairs and into the kitchen. Why
were all the cool names taken?

His eleven-year-old entered, slinging soccer
cleats by their tied-together shoe laces. Sweat trickled from the
stiff, dark brown spikes of hair on James’s head.

Dave slapped an arm around James’s shoulders.
“Hey, son. If I were a superhero, what would be a good name for
me?”

James snorted and shrugged Dave’s arm off.
“Try Loser Man.” James sauntered into the boys’ room and slammed
the door.

Dave shouted after his son, “How’s that going
to strike fear in the hearts of criminals?” He shook his head and
paced back into the living room. Kids.

He shuffled past the teal plastic tub with
the boys’ action figure gear, grabbed the TV remote off top the
chipped oak entertainment center, and dropped into one of two
La-Z-Boy recliners that matched the sky blue couch.

Derrick jogged in. “Okay, Dad, I’m ready to
find out what happened with Aquaman and Lex Luthor.”

“Just a second, son. I’m trying to think up a
name for a superhero.”

“What are his powers?”

Dave rattled off Zolgron’s list of his
powers.

A thoughtful frown wrinkled Derrick’s
forehead. “Sounds like Superman, but with no kryptonite.”

“He’s also not invulnerable.”

“Well, he’s got a lot of powers, so what
about Powerhouse?”

Dave grabbed his son and hugged him tight.
“It’s brilliant!”

His son gasped for breath. “Dad, what about
Lex Luthor?”

“Oh right.” Dave put his son down.

 

###

 

Clutching her pink purse and dressed in a
Washington Monolith Mortgage T-shirt and gray gym shorts, Naomi
stepped over a large crack in the sidewalk. An owl hooted in a pine
tree outside a condominium complex. She peered at her watch,
holding in the night light button; 12:36 a.m. Night walking had
always licked her insomnia back in college, but she couldn’t be
gone too long. The kids might wake up and need something.

She stopped at a crosswalk, glanced both ways
to check for traffic, and hurried across the street and into Jena
Meyer City Park. In a shadowy, dented 1990s red Ford Taurus, a
teenage couple necked.

Naomi turned her head and smiled. Now, that
brought back memories. It’d be fun if—She bit her lip. No. Teenage
girls made out in cars, not Assistant Vice-Presidents and mothers
with two children. She turned aside into the playground, sat on the
swing set, and took two steps back, and kicked up into the air.

Just like when she’d been a kid, and Dad
had—She skid to a stop.

No. Happy thoughts. Don’t think about it;
think about the good times here with Derrick and James.

The abandoned brown play set with green
slides and a giant tic-tac-toe board ahead of her looked so
ordinary in the moonlight. It hadn’t been when Dave had played here
with the boys. To him, the eight-foot-long green caterpillar beside
her was a high speed boat that took the boys to see Aquaman.

Naomi climbed up the tire ladder on the main
play set. She walked across the bridge. This was the bridge they
ran across to escape from the lair of Killer Croc.

She peered down the tube slide. And this was
an escape hatch from the Alien Zoo.

Behind her, a man shouted, “Would you
mind!”

Naomi peeked over the slide. Across the
parking lot, a teenage carrot top dressed like a Brooks Brothers
model stood by a Ferrari. By the limo parked along side the Taurus,
a guy in a navy suit shook a fist at the Taurus. “Get a room!”

The Taurus peeled out of the park.

Good thing Dave knew better spots than that,
or she’d have died of embarrassment.

She walked back across the bridge to the
tic-tac-toe board. This was a code of some sort. Who was the
villain?

The jerk in the navy suit said, “Eddie, do
you have the money?”

Naomi ducked and peered over the tic-tac-toe
board.

The teenage carrot top held up a brief case.
“Right here, Mr. D.”

Mr. D took the briefcase and counted the
money. He handed over his briefcase. Eddie pulled a bag of
something out and sniffed it. “Excellent quality, as always.”

A drug deal? These things were only supposed
to happen in Seattle. She pulled her cell phone out of her purse
and turned it on. The phone beeped three times and lit up like a
beacon.

Oh no.

Eddie whipped around. “What’s that?”

Mr. D turned and narrowed his eyes at Naomi.
Her heart jumped into her throat. She turned and dashed across the
bridge.

“Freeze!”

She turned. Mr. D had a gun trained on her.
“Drop the phone.”

The blast of a jet engine pierced the
air.

Eddie gasped. “Mr. D, look.” He pointed up in
the sky.

Mr. D tilted his head up. A man in gray body
armor and a space age motorcycle helmet swooped down, grabbed Mr.
D’s gun, and punched him in the stomach. Naomi blinked. Mr. D lay
hog tied on the grass. How had her rescuer moved so fast?

Eddie ran towards her position, his eyes wide
and his arms waving like he was auditioning to be an extra in a
twister movie.

She jumped off the playground equipment and
ran across the sand towards the soccer field beyond it. She glanced
back. Eddie was gaining on her. Good thing she wasn’t as out of
shape as Dave, or she’d be caught already.

The jet engine sound stirred the wind. Her
rescuer swooped down, grabbed Eddie, and punched him in the
stomach. “This is for dealing kids dope.”

That voice—he sounded like—like Superman from
those 1940s cartoons Dave made her watch.

Her rescuer delivered another punch to
Eddie’s torso. “This is for supplying money to drug cartels.” Her
rescuer reared a fist back to give another punch. “And this is for
threatening my, uh—” He looked at Naomi and his Adam’s apple
jumped. “My fellow American.”

 He punched Eddie in the jaw and
followed with another jab to Eddie’s torso. “And that’s for having
a nicer car than me!”

Naomi ran back to the playground. What was he
going to do with those two?

Her rescuer put a bound Eddie by the hogtied
Mr. D.

Eddie rasped, “Who are you?”

Her rescuer placed his hands on his hips and
stared into the sky, his head turned sideways. “They call me
Powerhouse.” He stared down at Eddie. “Spread the word.”

In the glow of the street lamps, Powerhouse’s
stainless steel armor and golden thunderbolt emblem glistened, with
the armor’s form shaped to ripped muscles. He sauntered towards
her. “Excuse me, citizen.” His voice smiled. “Would you care for a
ride home?”

Naomi peered at that faceless helmet, trying
to penetrate the mirrored surface to see her rescuer’s face. No
good, but he did save her life, and what girl could distrust that
sultry Superman voice? Her husband had wooed her off her feet
talking like that, once upon a time, when she was the teenager
making out in the car with the off-limits boy. “Sure, I’d like
that.”

“All right!” Powerhouse cleared his throat.
“I mean, let me pick you up, citizen.”

He scooped her up, holding her between her
underarms and her knees. They rose into the air like a roller
coaster heading towards the top. His armored arms tightened around
her protectively as they soared towards home. Was this what it was
felt like to be Lois Lane?

You’re not his Lois Lane. You’re a married
woman.

About a block away from home, Naomi sighed.
This man clearly had seen which direction she’d come from, but she
shouldn’t let him know her address. “We’re close enough to my
house. I can walk the rest of the way.”

Powerhouse put her down. “Have a pleasant
evening, citizen. Powerhouse away!”

“Thank you.” What she wouldn’t give for Dave
to hold her like that.

She watched until Powerhouse disappeared in
the night sky. He shouted in a super voice that rattled windows,
“That was so cool!”

 

 

 


Chapter 3

Powerhouse v. the Petty Criminals

 

The kitchen door swung open with a boom. Dave
kicked over the folding chair he used as a desk chair in getting up
from his computer. He rushed upstairs. Time to get some superhero
feedback.

Naomi reached into a cupboard and pulled out
a pot.

Dave waved, grinning. “Hi Naomi!” Be cool
now. Act natural. “I was just wondering if anything interesting
happened last night.”

Naomi tensed up and dropped the pot onto the
front right burner. She riffled through her spices cupboard. “Why
would something interesting have happened?”

What was with that? She got rescued by a
superhero and flown home. His face twitched with the urge to grin.
“I just wondered what happens when we’re apart.”

“Since when?” Naomi turned to face him. “Tell
you what, let me tell you about my day at work. I actually got a
very good mortgage prospect. A young couple from Iran—”

The doorbell rang across the house.

Naomi asked, “Could you go get that? I’ve got
to cook.”

Dave shrugged, jogged to the living room, and
opened the front door. A policeman stood outside, holding
paperwork. “Is Mrs. Johnson in?”

“I’m her husband.”

“I need her to sign a complaint against the
defendants for assault with a deadly weapon.”

“Assault? Give that to me. I’ll be right
back.” Dave grabbed the paperwork and walked back to the kitchen.
“So, it was just an average evening like any other evening?”

Naomi glanced away. “That’s right.”

Dave slapped the papers down on the counter
beside the range. “So you always have someone threaten you with a
gun?”

Naomi turned fire engine red. “I didn’t want
you to worry. It’s no big deal. He didn’t shoot me, but it’s
illegal to threaten to.” Naomi pulled a pen out of her pocket and
signed the papers.

Dave took them out to the officer. “Here you
go.”

The officer nodded. “We’ll be in touch when
we need her to testify.”

Dave closed the door. Strange, she had acted
so guilty. Almost as if she thought she was cheating on him. With
Powerhouse.

He glowered, chest heaving as he jogged down
to the basement and plopped on the duct-taped brown leather couch.
Closing his eyes, he envisioned his waterfall. The lightning bolts
crackling from dark clouds into the turbulent rushing water matched
his mood perfectly. He’d heard of mood rings, but mood waterfalls?
He had the only one.

Zolgron leaned back against the bowing curly
fry tree and folded his arms. “So let me get this straight. You are
Dave Johnson, who is also Powerhouse. Dave Johnson is jealous of
Powerhouse.”

“Yeah, that’s about it.”

“Get over it. If you don’t like her finding
Powerhouse more attractive than Dave Johnson, tell her who you are.
Problem solved.”

“But I need to protect my secret
identity.”

“Then don’t come here to whine that your wife
is attracted to your alternate self, who is exactly like you, only
in an attractive costume.”

“If only she’d look at me like she does him.”
Dave sighed. “For a little while, I actually felt like my wife
respected me!”

“Fly her through the sky with a jet pack and
say you borrowed it from Powerhouse.”

“You’re no help.”

“I’m actually quite a bit of help. You’re
going to become more attractive to your wife as Dave Johnson,
thanks to our symbiotic relationship.”

Dave raised an eyebrow. “What? Are you going
to make me smell better?”

“I heighten your metabolism. You burn
calories faster and, if you keep up your superhero routine, you’ll
build muscles.”

Dave blinked. “Really?”

“Yes, and you should also see a
ten-to-fifteen percent increase in intelligence over time.”

“Wow, and with no diets, exercise, pills, or
cumbersome reading!” Why was he talking like an infomercial for
symbiotic aliens? Dave looked Zolgron over. “Are you sure you’re
not evil?”

“I’m going to make you more attractive to
your wife. What could be evil about that?”

 

###

 

Powerhouse walked into a Mailboxes and Stuff.
He sighed. The best thing he could do before the kids got home from
school was his superhero duties. Yet, in two weeks’ time, in the
light of day, he had caught a shoplifter, flown an expectant mother
through traffic to the hospital, gotten a cat out of a tree, and
directed traffic for two minutes after a signal went out.

He opened his mailbox. “Yes! A letter!” He
pulled it out. “I’ll solve your problem, citizen.” He skimmed the
flyer. What? “I don’t care about a sale on chicken breast. I’m here
to fight evil!” He crumpled the paper up and tossed it aside.

Time to consult Zolgron. He closed his eyes
and pictured the waterfall and the neon orange, curly-fry-shaped
tree. He opened his eyes and smiled. Would the branches taste good
with nacho sauce? Sunlight caught on the mist off the waterfall,
casting rainbows like a prism.

A voice said behind him, “So, there are no
major crimes in your town?”

Powerhouse whirled to face Zolgron. “How did
you know?”

“We’re symbiotic, remember? I can read your
thoughts.”

“Oh.”

“Have you thought about enforcing laws
against minor crimes?”

Dave scratched his head. “Hmm, that’s a
thought, but how would I learn them all?”

“Easy. With my powers, you can memorize any
book by touching it.”

Just how many powers had this guy not
disclosed to him?

 

###

 

Naomi sat with her shoulders conformed to the
curved back of her red, mesh fabric office chair. She reviewed a
client’s credit report on her flat panel monitor. Beside her,
Dave’s serious frown stared from her old family portrait. He rested
one hand on the right shoulder of a seven-year-old James and the
other on the left shoulder of five-year-old Derrick, who pressed
back shyly against Dave’s three piece navy blue suit. In the
picture, Naomi beamed at his side, poised in a navy blue skirt
suit. On the wall above the eight-by-ten’s bronze frame, a solid
oak wall clock hung. The hands emerged from the company logo.

A knock rapped on the door. She called, “Come
in.”

Carmela rolled in. “Hey, you.” She lifted
Naomi’s family portrait off her desk. “I still think you ought to
get rid of this picture. Dave looks so uncomfortable.”

Naomi snatched the precious photo back and
smiled at her ideal family. “It’s the only one I have of Dave where
he’s not behaving like a total embarrassment to a professional
woman.”

“What does that mean, exactly?”

“This pose camouflages his total lack of
ambition. Makes it look like I have a respectable husband. Dave is
so blue collar.”

Carmela raised an eyebrow. “What’s wrong with
being blue collar? Or did you forget my husband’s a mechanic?”

“But he owns the shop. He may not run a
Fortune 500 company, but he is the boss of something. I wouldn’t be
surprised if someday Randy has a chain of repair stores.”

“I would. He likes the business small.”

“But he could if he wanted to. Dave’s going
to be a mop jockey until the day he dies.”

“You know we’re not competing.”

 Easy to say when you’re winning. Naomi
grunted.

Carmela picked up Naomi’s copy of Be Loyal to
You off her desk. “You could save a few trees by recycling
this.”

Naomi stiffened. “It’s actually got great
reviews online, all saying it will change my life.”

“So would a hurricane.” Carmela dropped the
book like it was porn. “Anything interesting happen while I was
out?”

“You wouldn’t believe me.”

“Try me.”

Naomi closed the credit report and stared up
at Carmela. “I took a walk in the park the night before last and
ran smack into a drug deal. A guy threatened me with a gun and then
a masked man in body armor rescued me and tied up the bad guys. He
called himself Powerhouse.”

“What does he look like?”

How would Dave describe Powerhouse? “Like a
cross between Buzz Lightyear and a Power Ranger.” Naomi closed her
eyes. “He flew me home in his arms.” She sighed.

“What’s the matter? It sounds great. Didn’t
you like it?”

“A married woman shouldn’t like it as much as
I do.”

“What woman on Earth wouldn’t find that
romantic? It’s normal to find him tempting. But you know the hero
type. He’ll rescue anybody.”

“Try telling that to Dave. He kept trying to
talk to me last night, hinting he somehow knew, but I avoided
talking to him.”

Carmela scrunched her nose. “You what?”

“I don’t want to talk to him about it.”

“He’s only going to be more suspicious if you
don’t tell him and keep acting so weird.”

“Okay, I’ll tell him.” Eventually.

 

###

 

Mild-Mannered Janitor Dave Johnson entered
the City Clerk’s office. Need to act cool, not arouse suspicion.
“Excuse me, madam. I’m just here as an ordinary citizen who wants
to take a look at the city code.”

The brown-haired, middle-aged woman cleaned
thick horn-rim glasses on her pink silk blouse, peered up at him,
and sniffed the air. “Sir, have you been drinking?”

“No, I just want to see a copy of the city
code.”

“Just a second.” The woman went to the back
of the room and returned a second later with two large books. “Here
you go, sir.”

Dave touched volume one of the Bryerton City
Code. An electric tingle circulated through his body. Like a giant,
his mind swallowed the information. He screamed. It felt like he
had the world’s biggest ice cream headache. The pain subsided, and
a sensation like swooping down the first hill of a roller coaster
swept over his head. “Oh, what a rush!”

The clerk stood and took a step back from her
desk. “Sir, are you okay? Should I call someone?”

“Did you know it’s illegal to walk your dog
after midnight?”

The clerk blinked at him. “No, sir, I
didn’t.”

“It is.” Dave reached for volume two. After a
brief intense burst of pain, his mind filled with information.
“Whoa!” He pushed the books away. “Okay, you can take them back
now.”

The clerk stared back, mouth agape. “You
didn’t even open them.”

“I just wanted to touch them.”

“O-okay.”

Dave walked out and descended the steps
outside city hall.

“Very discreet job in there.”

Dave turned. Zolgron stood by a light pole.
“Oh, shut up.”

An old woman walked by and stared at Dave. He
waved weakly.

He clenched his teeth. “You’re making me look
crazy.”

“You don’t need any help, Mr. ‘I just want to
touch the city code.’ You have to do a better job of hiding your
secret identity.”

“And you need to do a better job of making
yourself scarce.”

Zolgron smirked. “I will, but be more
careful.”

 

###

 

Garlic assaulted Powerhouse’s nose as he flew
by a movie theater. He stared down at the miscreant at the movie
ticket window, who received a credit card back along with a matinee
ticket. The villainous Garlic Breath opened the door to the theater
and put one foot inside.

Big mistake.

Powerhouse swooped down, grabbed Garlic
Breath by the underarms, and hauled him up twenty feet into the
air.

Garlic Breath screamed, “What is this?”

“You went to a movie less than three hours
after eating at an Italian restaurant. I can still smell garlic on
your breath! That’s a violation of City Ordinance 85, approved in
1921 by a 6-2 vote of the city council, punishable by a $50 fine or
50 days in jail.”

 Powerhouse flew the miscreant down to
the police station and dragged him in the front door. “I’m here to
make a citizen’s arrest. Charge this criminal and see that justice
is done.”

The desk sergeant looked up. “What’d he do?
Murder? Rob a bank?”

Powerhouse pointed to the city code sitting
out on the desk. “It’s right in there, Sergeant. He violated
Ordinance 85.”

The sergeant leafed to Ordinance 85 and
half-read it out loud. “No person shall . . . Italian restaurant?”
The police sergeant slapped the sacred city code down on his desk.
“I’ve never heard something so absurd!”

Powerhouse picked the city code up, kissed
it, and placed it upright back on the desk. “It’s in the book.”

The villainous Garlic Breath clasped his
hands. “Sergeant, I just wanted to go to Mama Leone’s and catch the
matinee, and this costumed clown busted me on some 1920s Podunk
law.”

Powerhouse folded his arms. “You broke the
law.”

The sergeant furrowed his brow. “Are you
really going to make me write him up? It’s a dumb law.”

“It’s still the law.”

The sergeant sighed and wrote out a ticket.
“Here you go, sir. Now go down to the City Attorney’s office and
see if he’ll drop the case.”

Garlic Breath stormed off. The sergeant
turned to Powerhouse and shook his head. “What an idiot.”

Powerhouse dusted off his clean costume. “My
work here is done.”

He took the elevator up to the roof and
stepped outside. Rain drops splattered on his helmet’s visor. On
the edge of the roof, he raised his hands to fly away. Across the
street, under a canopy outside city hall’s main entrance, two suits
puffed away on cigarettes.

Powerhouse flew down. “You’re in violation of
City Ordinance 372, which was approved last year by a 5-3 vote of
the City Council. It states no smoking is allowed in or around city
buildings except in designated areas.”

One suit glared at him. “It’s raining. I’m a
City Councilman. I wrote the law, but this is a under shelter. The
designated area isn’t.”

“You’re sworn to uphold the law. So
move.”

“No.”

Powerhouse grabbed the councilman and his
friend and dropped them in the designated smoking area. He waved
his finger at the rain-drenched men. “That’ll teach you to break
the law.”

He flew off to do more acts of justice.

A man crossed the street in the middle of a
long stretch of sidewalk. Powerhouse swooped down and grabbed
him.

The jaywalker glared. “Hey! What are you
doing?”

“Teaching you a lesson in the law. Jaywalking
is a violation of Ordinance Fifteen, approved in 1906 by a
unanimous vote of the City Council.”

“But it’s a quiet neighborhood. There wasn’t
a car around for miles.”

“Wrong! A car was three quarters of a mile
away.” Powerhouse dropped the jaywalker off at a street corner.
“You now have to walk half a mile to get back to where you were.
Remember, following the law always saves time.”

 

###

 

A search beam shot through the sky,
projecting a white thunderbolt shape against the black clouds
overhead. Powerhouse grinned. Oh, snap. He followed the Powerhouse
Signal, focusing in on the source. Half a mile of city visually
rushed by him. The Bryerton Chief of Police stroked his white full
beard as he leaned over a spotlight with the outline of a
thunderbolt erected on the windswept roof of police
headquarters.

Beside the chief, a female police captain
flipped her chin-length, chestnut hair behind her ear. Her lips
moved as she shook her head. His super hearing picked up her words
a few seconds later. “This won’t work. We should put a warrant out
for his arrest like the mayor wanted. He’s a menace to
society.”

Menace? Hey. He was only doing her job.
Powerhouse glowered, pushing on towards them while the chief’s lips
barked at the witchy police captain silently. The chief’s words
caught up with his lips. “The menace is the people who wrote these
dumb laws. Regardless, he means well. We just need to redirect his
energy.”

Powerhouse whooshed down and landed beside
them. “You called, Chief?”

The chief smirked at the captain. “Can I
profile them, or what?” He turned to Powerhouse. “I’d like to talk
to you.” The chief slung his arm around Powerhouse and escorted him
across the roof. “I really appreciate what you’ve done in catching
those drug dealers, burglars, and robbers.”

Powerhouse dusted off his clean costume. “All
in a day’s work.”

“But about enforcing misdemeanor statutes on
the populace. I think I understand what you’re trying to do.”

Powerhouse rubbed the smooth top of his
helmet. “You do?”

“You’re protesting the complex and stupid
regulations on the books. You’re letting us know we need to reform
our laws. The mayor, the city attorney, and I will head up a
commission to reform our city code.”

“That’s excellent, but in addition to that
great reason, I also admit it was because it’s kind of boring
during the day.”

The chief grimaced and stroked his fluffy
white beard. “Powerhouse, I’ll be honest. We can’t support a
full-time superhero. There are only so many crimes, particularly in
the daytime. Why not go to Seattle and fight crime? You’ll have
more active days.”

Powerhouse grinned. Say, that must be why
none of the comic book heroes lived in the suburbs. “Excellent
idea, Chief. I’ll do that.”

The chief’s breath released in a gush. “Glad
to help.”

“I’m off to save the City. Powerhouse
away!”

He zoomed up into the sky.

Below, the female police captain whistled.
“Gotta admit, chief, you were real smooth with that nut-job.”

“That’s why I’m the chief.”

Powerhouse whirled his head back around and
glared at her. Hey. Didn’t these people know superheroes had super
hearing? He’d better get better control over it. Could be dangerous
to a guy’s ego.

No use continuing his patrol tonight, though,
if Powerhouse was going to start commuting, and he’d rather begin
his patrol at his new city at his usual time. He’d change back to
Dave Johnson, drive home, and surprise Naomi with pink carnations.
She always loved that sort of thing when they were newlyweds.

About two blocks from home, blue lights
flashed in Dave’s rear view mirror. Just his luck.

He pulled over to the side of the road. A
police car parked behind him. The officer sauntered up to Dave’s
window. Dave sent the officer the smile that won him Mary Jane’s—er
Naomi’s—heart. “What seems to be the problem, officer?”

“Going a little fast there, weren’t you?”

That ruined the smile. “Um, no.”

The officer bent down. “Um, yes. By my radar
gun, you were going 37 miles an hour in a 35 miles per hour zone.
Around here, we call that speeding.”

What was with this guy? “Oh, come on, that’s
just two miles. You’re not supposed to issue a ticket unless it’s
five miles over.”

“I’m sorry, did that sign back there say, ‘Go
thirty-five, but we won’t ticket you unless you go forty’?”

Dave glanced away.

“Sir, I need your license, registration, and
proof of insurance.”

Dave handed over the documents. Did this
joker have a quota to meet or what?

The officer went back to his car and
evidently went on break before he ambled back. He gave Dave his
documents along with a speeding ticket. “Now, think about how long
you were stopped here. Obeying the law always saves time. Have a
good evening, Mr. Johnson.”

Once the officer was out of earshot, Dave
growled. “What a jerk!”

 

 

 


Chapter 4

Powerhouse v. the Car Thieves

 

Powerhouse flew over the Seattle city limits
sign. Ahead of him, a stucco restaurant bore a mural of another
revamp of Captain America. A spotlit, golden sign below him read,
“Le Chateau de Capitaine France.”

In the parking lot, a teenage boy picked the
lock of a luxury car, jumped in the front seat, hot-wired the car,
and sped away. Powerhouse swooped down and suspended the car in the
air. Focusing, he visualized the ignition turning off. The engine
died. Powerhouse put down the car and marched to the window.
“You’re busted!”

The pimple-faced teen glowered. “But this is
my car!”

“Then why did you hot-wire it?”

“I forgot my keys.”

“Do I look stupid?”

The young man smirked and then stared at
Powerhouse’s biceps. “I think I’ll exercise my right to remain
silent.”

Powerhouse glared and materialized ropes
around the punk.

A man carrying car keys ran out to them.
“What’s going on here?”

Powerhouse puffed out his chest. “I caught
this young man trying to steal your car and stopped him.”

The car owner scowled. “Who asked you
to?”

“Huh?”

“I have comprehensive insurance. If he’d
stolen the car, I’d have gotten enough money for a big down payment
on a new car. I don’t like this car anymore. Sure, it made me look
great when I got it, but now it’s no longer the nicest car at work,
and I’m upside down on the value. You ruined my good luck.”

What could he say? “I’m sorry.”

“You should be! I’ll call the police and have
this guy arrested.”

“Good enough, citizen. Powerhouse away!”

He arrived at a downtown alleyway mugging. A
blond suit in his thirties, with a black eye and a bloody nose,
cringed on the ground with his arms over his head. Powerhouse
knocked out both assailants with a single punch and slammed them
down back to back.

Focusing, he pictured the assailants tied up.
Ropes appeared around them. He took the victim’s hand and tugged
him to his feet. “May I have your name, citizen?”

The victim shook his hand. “Steven Pochecko.
Thank you, very much, sir.”

Powerhouse pulled out a notepad from his
utility belt. “And your phone number?”

Pochecko drew back, his eyes narrowing. “Why
do you want that?”

“So the police can prosecute them.”

Pochecko put out a hand like he was a girl on
MTV. “I got my money back. There’s no need to prosecute.”

“If you don’t testify, these miscreants will
do this again.”

“Not to me. I’m not gonna risk getting hurt
by their friends.”

Powerhouse sighed. “Very well, citizen. I’ll
have them untied in ten minutes. Then they can harm other people,
since you won’t do the right thing.”

“Fine with me.” Pochecko fled the alley like
a scared rabbit.

One of the muggers cursed at him and said,
“Let us go.”

“No, he needs a head start. You might chase
him down so he doesn’t change his mind. And you should receive some
punishment. I’m going to detain you for ten minutes.”

“So, for mugging, you’re giving us a time
out.”

“Yes, a time out for justice!” Powerhouse
stared around. “Zolgron, I’m bored.”

Zolgron said, “It’s only been fifteen
seconds.”

“It feels longer.”

The muggers’ eyes bulged and they both loosed
profanity Powerhouse roughly translated as meaning nut-job.

Now these guys were really asking for it.
“We’re going to sing together.”

“What?” the mouthiest one asked.

“Sing.” Powerhouse imagined a harmonica and
blew into it. “One hundred bottles of beer on the wall, one hundred
bottles of beer—” He glared at the muggers. “You’re not
singing.”

Mouthy spat on the blacktop. “We’ve got
dignity.”

“Too bad. We’ve got to get through the song
before I can let you go.”

“Lock us up and throw away the key.”

Mr. Tough Silent glared. “Man, I’ve got a
date. Sing if you’d like to live.”

The two muggers continued, “Take one down,
pass it around—”

Eighty bottles later, Powerhouse
dematerialized the ropes. “Get up!”

Mouthy smirked. “We got nineteen more bottles
to go.”

“No. You are not going to torture me with one
more bottle. I don’t have to put up with this.” How did they even
get him started on that irritating song?

 

###

 

The next evening, Powerhouse flew over Le
Chateau de Capitaine France. A Hispanic teenager fiddled with the
wiring of a silver convertible Mustang. Powerhouse scanned the
glove box. Under the owner’s manual, he found the name of the owner
on his insurance card. He ran inside the restaurant. He screamed,
“Is Paul Smith in here?”

A stout, tanned middle-aged man with a full
black beard came forward. “I’m Paul Smith. What can I do for
you?”

“Someone’s stealing your car.”

Powerhouse followed the owner’s bee line for
the door. “By the way, you have the cleanest glove box I’ve ever
seen.”

The Mustang squealed out of the parking lot.
The owner cursed. “Can you catch them?”

“That depends. Do you have comprehensive
insurance?”

“Please just catch him.”

“Okay, but don’t get mad at me later.
Powerhouse away!”

He caught up to the convertible at a stop
light and disengaged the ignition. He grabbed the car by the rear
fender and flew it back towards the restaurant. The thief glanced
down over the side of the car and hugged the steering wheel. “Don’t
drop me!”

“Relax, I wouldn’t do that—to the car.”
Powerhouse put the car down in the parking lot and tied up the
thief. The owner stood nearby, cell phone in hand. Powerhouse asked
him, “Do you have the number for the police?”

The owner stared at him. “911.”

“A well-educated citizen, I see. You are a
citizen?”

The guy frowned. “Why do you ask?”

“With a glove box that clean, I wasn’t sure
you were from this planet. But good enough. Call the police, and
they’ll take this refuse off the street. Powerhouse away!”

He soared over a city park. A homeless man
snored illegally on a bench, using the Seattle Guardian’s print
edition as a blanket. Maybe he shouldn’t have skipped reading the
depressing periodical. It might have a clue. He swooped down and
touched it like he had the city code. A sensation like rushing down
a pool slide flooded him.

So the police thought the car thefts were all
connected to one chop shop. If he could find the chop shop, that’d
bust up the whole gang.

He put his gloved hand under his helmeted
chin. “Hmm. This looks like a job for Dave Johnson.”

After renting a black BMW, Dave pulled it up
into the space adjacent to Fischer’s Café. A luxury car would
really stand out in the parking lot of a greasy spoon. He went in
and sat down at the counter. Now to wait for someone to steal the
car.

Half an hour, he went outside and unlocked
the BMW’s door.

Two cups of coffee later, he went back out
and rolled down the window. Again, no theft occurred, so he went
back, opened the door, and put the keys in the ignition. He took a
seat in a red and white checkered booth by the window this
time.

A long-haired man in a pair of khakis
approached the BMW and shut the door. Dave ran out waving his arms
in large circles. “Hey, don’t do that! Are you trying to protect
this car or something?”

The khaki guy stared at him, arching an
eyebrow.

He needed an excuse and quick. “I have
comprehensive insurance.” Okay, so that wasn’t a good excuse, but
still.

The khaki guy shrugged and walked away. Dave
re-opened the car door.

Fifteen minutes later, a teenage boy with
long, sandy blond hair and triple ear piercings jumped in the BMW,
turned the key, and drove off.

“Ah, they took the bait! Now, this is a job
for Powerhouse!”

Dave slapped two dollars on the front
counter, ran out of the cafe, dashed behind a billboard, and
emerged on the other side of the post as Powerhouse.

Powerhouse followed the teenage car thief to
a video arcade. His gang came outside and scoped out the BMW.
Powerhouse swooped down and tied the teens up. He pointed his index
finger skyward. “Ah ha! Crime does not pay when Powerhouse rules
the day.”

One of the thieves said, “What crime? I was
just getting a soda.”

“A likely story!”

A girl with a pierced nose and blonde and
black streaked spikes batted her lashes at Powerhouse. “Is
shoplifting that big a deal? I only do it from the clearance
aisle.”

Powerhouse laughed. “Shoplifting? No, you
gang of vicious car thieves! Shoplifting should be the least of
your concerns!”

“Car thieves?” The kids glared at the
confederate who started this.

The thief laughed. “They’re not car thieves.
I took it for a joy ride. The idiot left the door open with the
keys in the ignition.”

“Don’t insult Dave Johnson! That fine,
generous soul was just doing me a favor.”

“Oh, so you’re the dork who thought of
this?”

Hey! “I’m not a dork, car thief!”

A bald, portly kid spoke up. “If we were a
gang of car thieves, would we be at an arcade and wearing thrift
store clothes?”

“You’re supporting your drug habit.”

“Or maybe you’re a total moron, Metal
Dweeb.”

“Oh yeah? If I’m a metal dweeb, you’re a
fatty-fatty, two-by-four, can’t fit through the bedroom door.”

“Whatever, but we’re not car thieves, except
him.” The fat kid nodded at the thief.

“Fine, I’ll let you go this time, but don’t
let me catch you doing this again.” Powerhouse dematerialized the
ropes and turned to the thief. “As for you, young man, I’ll let you
go with a stern warning. Don’t take what doesn’t belong to
you.”

The thief shrugged. “Why not?”

“Because it’s wrong.”

“Why?”

“Because it doesn’t belong to you.”

“Why not?”

“Because you didn’t work for it.”

“Why should I have to work for it?”

Powerhouse grabbed the thief, turned him
upside down, and swooped sixty feet up in the night sky with the
screaming boy. “Because I said so!”

He put down the boy with freshly wet
pants.

 

###

 

Powerhouse followed a car thief in the black
BMW to an underground parking garage for Ross Family Insurance. He
grinned. At last, a break. He’d wasted a whole week on joy
riders.

The thief climbed upwards inside the garage,
turned towards a wall, and pulled out a remote. A secret passage
opened. He drove through it.

Powerhouse stared. “How did thieves get a
secret passage inside an insurance company parking garage?”

He shrugged it off, imagined the door opening
up, and flew in after the car thief.

At the end of the tunnel, amidst mounds of
car parts, a dozen young men bent over the skeleton of a BMW,
loosening bolts. They glanced up and gawked at him. A green-haired
teen pointed at him. “What the heck is that?”

“I am here to clean your carburetor. I
am—”

The thieves exchanged confused looks. One guy
in his twenties said, “Darkwing Duck?”

“No, DW always was a noun clause, you dork.
I’m Powerhouse!”

Two thieves pulled out guns, aimed, and
pulled the triggers.

Powerhouse ducked behind an eight-foot high
stack of car doors, created two smoke bombs, and threw them.
Blinding smoke exploded. Powerhouse activated his helmet’s heat
sensor with his mind. He jumped out, slugged one thief and then
another, grabbed their weapons, and tied them up. Seven more
thieves charged at him in a straight line. He shoved the first
backwards into the others. The remaining thieves fell over like
dominoes. Powerhouse visualized ropes around them.

An engine revved. Powerhouse turned.

An indigo Jaguar barreled towards him.

 

 

 


Chapter 5

The Battle Begins

 

Powerhouse jumped out of the speeding
Jaguar’s way and rolled into a stack of engines.

The Jaguar raced towards the exit.

Powerhouse flew ahead and imagined the exit
closed. One of the thieves pushed a button on a remote to reopen
it, but Powerhouse closed it again. The Jaguar stopped a few feet
from the exit and the driver reopened it.

Powerhouse closed it a third time. “Ha! I can
close any door you can open.”

The door opened. He closed it a fourth
time.

Zolgron appeared. “What are you doing?”

“When he opens the door, I close it.”

They repeated the exercise a fifth time.

“It’s a battle of wills.”

“Why don’t you just take the remote?”

“Because—well, I guess could.”

The door opened. Powerhouse closed it, flew
over to the car window, grabbed the remote, and tied up the three
thieves. “Where you’re going, the doors don’t open so easily.”

 

###

 

The elevator lurched to a halt at the
twenty-fifth floor. The doors dinged and swooshed apart. Marco
Silvano stepped out and strolled over to the gray secretary desk.
Winnie sat there, applying pink lipstick in a compact mirror. She
put down the lipstick and picked at her blond page boy cut.

Marco cleared his throat. Why couldn’t women
just do that at home? “Morning, sweetie. Is the boss ready to see
me?”

Winnie sighed at her reflection and glanced
up. “Mr. Ross will be in the conference room shortly. Fair warning.
He’s been fuming all day.”

Marco adjusted his burgundy tie. “Don’t
worry. I can handle him, baby.”

She smiled and wagged a finger. “Naughty boy.
You call all the girls baby.”

“Only the pretty ones.” At least those who
wouldn’t scream sexual harassment.

“Hey, is that a new suit?”

Marco glanced down at his Italian threads.
“How’d you guess? It’s just like all the others.”

“No two pinstriped suits are exactly alike. I
can tell these things.”

“If you say so.” Marco touched a finger to
the slight indent of the small round scar on his right cheek and
drew his hand away as if blowing a kiss.

He sauntered into the conference room and
stood at the tinted window taking up the entire left hand wall. He
stared down over his city. Someday, he wouldn’t have to deal with
Ross anymore. Someday, he’d be the big boss.

Marco turned to the sleek ebony conference
table. That hack, four-eyed journalist Frank Leonard slouched in a
gray leather office chair and chewed on his pencil eraser like a
chipmunk. Captain Jake Welch of the Seattle PD leaned back,
twirling a dirty blonde handlebar mustache. His other hand lingered
on the table beside a half-empty glass of the boss’s scotch.

 “Gentlemen.” Marco settled into his
seat at the right hand of Ross’s place at the head of the
table.

Leonard gave a pensive nod. Welch picked up
his scotch and sipped from it. Marco grunted. These punks thought
they were better than him. Someday, he’d be the one sitting at the
head of the table. And then they’d learn respect, or else.

The door swung open. The boss meandered in,
his face obscured by the newspaper clutched in his age-spotted,
wrinkled hands. He folded the paper and shook his head. His absurd
brown toupée flapped loose.

Marco pressed his lips into a thin line to
keep from grimacing. Later, he’d have to tell the boss to glue that
on better.

The boss stood over him, glaring, and slammed
the newspaper on the table. “Explain yourself, Marco.”

Marco followed the boss’s finger to a picture
of the Prime Minister of Israel. “You got a question about the
paper’s coverage of the Middle East crisis, ask Leonard.”

“If you ever read anything besides Dick Tracy
comics, you’d see the story about these car thieves getting caught
in my garage.”

Marco’s chest heaved, his lips pursed, and
his eyes narrowed. If Ross hadn’t been the boss, he’d pay for that
crack.

But he had to stay cool if he wanted the boss
off his rear. He drew a long breath and leaned back. “They were
loosely affiliated. We let them use the garage and got a cut of the
take. They don’t know you. They know me, and they’re not going to
say anything about me.”

“You hope they won’t.”

Marco placed his hands behind his head. “We
got our Assistant DA on the case. He’ll get them Minimum Security
for three to five. They won’t get a better deal. I don’t see the
problem.”

Ross removed his suit jacket. “This
Powerhouse could be trouble.”

Welch arched a bushy eyebrow. “How much?
You’re not into the protection racket anymore, and, in most crime,
you’re not the big player.”

“I got out of protection because insurance
was more profitable, but most of the organized crime in this city
can be traced back to me. If Powerhouse is flying around stopping
it, he could connect the dots.”

Welch waved this off. “No worries. He’s not
that bright.”

“Oh, so that’s why he shut down the car theft
ring?”

“He’d never tie it back to you.”

“I’m not willing to take that chance. Now
what can you do to stop him?”

Marco smirked. The cop would want to ask
Powerhouse to please go away.

Welch slurped his scotch. “I’ll get the
department to issue a statement against Powerhouse and vigilante
justice.”

Ross slapped his forehead. “Oh, a statement.
That’s what I’m paying you ten grand a month for? I pay Leonard for
statements. You’re here for action.”

Welch twirled his mustache. “I’ll have a
copter stop him mid-flight and make him remove his helmet, so we
can know who he really is.”

“That’s a start. And you, Leonard?”

Leonard clutched his chewed up pencil between
the index and ink-stained middle finger of his left hand.
“Vigilantism. It’s a dirty word from the old west, a time when men
took the law into their own hands. Today, this vile practice is
revived by Powerhouse, that villainous cur who haunts our streets
at night.”

Ross clapped. “Beautiful. Give your next
editorial five more paragraphs like that, and keep an eye on this
Powerhouse story for new topics.”

“Sure thing, boss.”

“What about you, Marco?”

What else? Marco leaned forward, pulled his
.38 out of his holster, and twirled it on his index finger. “I’ll
whack ’im.”

Ross rolled his eyes “You’re always so
artful, Marco. Be creative.”

Huh? What did it matter how he solved the
problem, so long as he did? Marco snapped his fingers. “I’ll hire
someone to whack ’im.”

“You do that. Put a contract out on
Powerhouse for a quarter of a million.”

“Will do.”

“Now get back to business and make this
Powerhouse go away.”

 

###

 

The mid-day sun beat down on the crown of the
Space Needle. Powerhouse soared by.

A police helicopter chopped the air behind
him. “Attention Powerhouse, this is the police, you are ordered to
land!”

Powerhouse nodded and landed near a fountain
on a stone pathway off Space Needle Loop. The copter descended on
the grassy lawn behind black metal modern art, each piece ten or
twenty feet tall with purposeless round holes cut out the
middle.

A red-faced officer with a blonde handlebar
mustache sauntered over to Powerhouse and held out his hand. “Can I
see your license?”

“Where do you get a license for a jet
pack?”

“Cute. Take off the helmet!”

“Excuse me?”

“Take it off.”

“That’s like asking Batman to remove his
cowl. Never!” Powerhouse rocketed into the sky. Now he knew how
Spider-Man felt.

The helicopter’s roar chopped the air behind
him.

Powerhouse took a scenic tour of Seattle’s
landscape, made a breakneck turn around the skyscraper formerly
known as the WaMu tower, and zoomed back towards the Space Needle.
He circled back around it. His police pursuers remained behind
him.

One of the officers shouted through a
megaphone, “Give it up! There’s nowhere you can go where we won’t
follow.”

Oh yeah? Powerhouse landed, lifted a manhole
cover, and flew into the sewer.

He changed back to Dave Johnson, trudged and
wriggled a mile or three through the sludge, and climbed out
another manhole. Pedestrians gaped at him in a city park and three
kids fled away screaming.

Dave bit his lip. “Uh . . . turtle
power?”

Now what? He flew out here as Powerhouse, but
would rather not get chased by the cops any further today. Would
they let him ride the bus covered in sewage?

He sauntered up to an unattended, self-serve
car wash, plunked his coins in the machine, and turned the hoses on
himself. The filth blasted off and drained back to where it came
from.

More passers-by gaped at him. He smiled
weakly and waved.

Dave sloshed towards the bus stop. He glanced
down at his saturated T-shirt, jeans, and gym shoes. They probably
wouldn’t let him ride soaked to the skin, either. How long would it
take for him to dry?

Zolgron shimmered near a green free paper
box, his arms folded. “You think too small, Dave. Imagine yourself
dry, duck into a public car garage, create a duplicate of your
truck, pay for the parking, and drive home. You can dematerialize
the extra Ford once you’re done with it.”

Oh right. Why didn’t he think of that?

Zolgron smirked and dissipated on the
breeze.

After following Zolgron’s brilliant advice,
Dave settled at his computer in his basement and skimmed the front
page of the Seattle Guardian’s website. He clicked on a story about
the Seattle police chief issuing a statement against him. In the
color photo, the cop with the handle bar mustache stood with a
black-haired DA type. Dave read the caption. “‘Captain Jake Welch
and Chief Stone Bachman.’ What’s his problem?”

Well, other than that the actor playing the
Commissioner should’ve been cast as Two Face—oh, wait, this was
real life. Sometimes he forgot.

He surfed to the opinion section and skimmed
a scathing editorial a guy named Frank Leonard had written against
him. Dave glowered at the accompanying headshot with the bright
smile, Clark Kent glasses, and huge nose. He sighed and exited out
of his browser. “Who gave him a wedgie?”

The crack of the kitchen door bursting open
resounded.

Dave jogged upstairs. James dropped his muddy
soccer cleats on the hall register and headed to their room. As
usual, dear old Dad was ignored.

His youngest son ran up to him, his arms open
for a hug, but Derrick stopped short and pinched his nose. “Dad,
you stink.”

Apparently one bath wasn’t enough. “Guess I
do. I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

 

###

 

Naomi carried her bank statement through the
living room towards the kitchen. If Dave didn’t do this charge in
Seattle, they’d need to file a claim, cancel his card, and she’d
need to have a long talk with the bank.

Dave stood by the fridge, chewing on a piece
of jerky. Naomi narrowed her eyes at him. Men were so disgusting.
It wasn’t fair how he could eat like this and be losing weight.

She grabbed his arm. “Dave, we have to
talk.”

“Not tonight, honey. I really have to get
going.”

“Dave, you need to tell me—”

“Later.” He kissed her cheek and ran out the
garage door.

She stared at her blue gray high heels. She
would have to forget to take off her work shoes on the day her
husband decided to imitate the Flash. Why wouldn’t he slow down and
take time for her?

Didn’t he love her any more?

 

###

 

Powerhouse stood on the deck of a moss green
ranch house. The paint job matched the old fashioned glider across
from a dozen potted tomato plants. Hanging baskets heavy with
strawberries hung from hooks bored into the siding.

He rang the bell. The miscast DA yanked the
door open and folded his beefy arms. “What do you want?”

“To talk, mano a mano.”

“You want to talk hand to hand?”

“Sue me. I didn’t take Spanish. You don’t
understand me. I’m not a bad guy.”

The chief grimaced. “You’re a vigilante. You
take the law into your own hands. If you want to fight crime, get a
badge.”

“It’s not like that at all. Let me explain
myself. Let’s go bowling.”

“Bowling?”

Powerhouse nodded. “My late father taught me
all great and important stuff must be discussed over bowling. If
they’d had bowling alleys when they wrote the Declaration of
Independence, they’d have hammered it out in one.”

The chief put his hands on his hips. “You
think I have time to go bowling with a vigilante?”

Powerhouse wouldn’t be denied so easy. “What
else are you going to do?”

“Um . . . watch a rerun of Friends.”

“Uh-huh. When’s the last time you’ve been
bowling?”

The chief dropped his hands to his sides.
“It’s been a while.”

 

###

 

Friday night crowds packed out three separate
alleys before they found one with a lane open. Even then, the
stench of cigarettes and booze saturated the greasy walls.

After the eighth frame of their second game,
Powerhouse spread his hands out. “See, I don’t take the law into my
own hands. I leave the criminals for the police and prosecutors to
handle. Forget vigilante. Think of me as the world’s most powerful
neighborhood watch.”

The chief walked to the line and bowled. “A
neighborhood watch doesn’t confront the criminals.”

“You can’t always wait for the police.”

The chief’s bowling ball went into the
gutter. “It’s our job. When you don’t even give us a chance, you’re
insulting the men on our force.”

“Crime waits for no man.”

The chief rolled his eyes. “Cute.”

Powerhouse grabbed his bowling ball from the
return area. “Trust me. I don’t want your men to get hurt. If I
bring them out to fight a crime I could’ve taken care of, it’ll
take them away from other crimes.”

“Maybe. In college, I read that ninety
percent of crime isn’t even reported.”

“See! There’s more than enough crime for
everyone.”

The chief sighed. “I suppose.”

On their way out of the bowling alley, the
chief rolled his neck. “I think I understand you better now. I’ll
talk to Welch. He said you were brutalizing suspects, and I’ll find
out why. If everything is okay, and Welch was just mistaken, we’ll
take the heat off.”

“Could I be a fully deputized agent of the
law like Batman in the ’60s TV series?”

The chief laughed. “Sure, if you can get your
own liability insurance. The city sure as heck can’t afford to
insure you.”

Darn. “Thank you for the evening of bowling,
anyway.”

Powerhouse flew off.

“Powerhouse away!”

 

###

 

Marco stepped into an alley strewn with empty
beer cans, cigarette butts, and grocery market ads. He pressed the
disconnect button on his cell phone and eyed the waist-high lump
underneath a tan tarp. What was that? He glanced further down the
alley and arched his eyebrows at a seven-foot-tall Asian man and a
black guy about 5’10” if that. The afternoon sun glinted off the
short guy’s nose ring. He smiled. “Mr. Silvano.”

Marco grimaced. Note to self: tell youngest
again tonight, if he gets a nose ring, I’m ripping it out with a
pair of pliers.

Nose Ring frowned. “Something wrong?”

“Nothing. I assume you’re Mister Chu and
Mister Julius.”

Nose Ring snorted. “I’m Julius, he’s
Chu.”

I never would have guessed. “What do you have
for me?”

“I hang out here every night with Shorty.”
Julius pointed to the ironically nicknamed Chu. “Powerhouse always
flies over us. Never meant anything to us. We figured, if he’ll
leave us alone, we’ll leave him alone. But then we heard about your
reward and figured how to get him.” Julius walked over to the tarp.
“When he flies over, we’ll hit him with this.”

Julius removed the tarp, uncovering an
artillery launcher.

Marco set his cell phone on the launcher’s
base, underneath the rockets, and ran his gloves across the weapon.
“This, my friends, is a thing of beauty.”

“So you like the plan?”

“I love it, but all that matters is that you
get him. How long until he shows up?”

Julius turned his wrist over and peered at
his watch. “About two hours.”

“I’ll be back in an hour and a half.” The
boss would be impressed.

Marco’s cell phone played “One” from The
Family Man soundtrack.

Chu picked it up. “Hello?” Chu frowned. “He’s
busy. Call back.” Chu hung up.

Marco glared. Who gave this punk the right to
touch his stuff? “Who was that?”

Chu shrugged. “Just your kid.”

Marco snatched the cell phone back and stood
on tiptoes to slap Chu. “Just my kid? Family is the most important
thing. Everything stops for family. What’s the matter with you?
Didn’t anyone teach you any values?”

The two punks stared at each other wide-eyed
and gaped at him.

“Values?” Chu blinked. “You mean like the
stuff they put in a Hallmark card?”

Marco laughed. “Yeah, just like it. Now, get
your equipment in place so you can carry out the hit on
Powerhouse.”

 

###

 

An artillery shell whirred up towards
Powerhouse. He dodged and landed on a Safeway’s rooftop. He scanned
the area and zoomed in on the artillery launcher a few blocks away.
Two men stood beside it, gawking at the sky.

Nose Ring grinned. “I think we got him.”

The Asian basketball player shook his head.
“I’m not so sure.”

“We got him. Ain’t no way he dodged that. We
got 250 G’s coming!”

The two pushed the artillery launcher out of
the alley, muscles straining.

Powerhouse swooped down, kicked the
evildoers’ foreheads, and tied them up. He grinned over them. “You
know nothing of the might of Powerhouse!”

His ears perked. Fine dress shoes clicked
against the pavement. He flew towards the sound. An Italian mobster
in a black pinstripe suit ran through the streets towards a
midnight Mercedes.

Powerhouse landed in front of the Mercedes.
“What are you doing?”

The mobster stopped in his tracks. “I’m going
home.”

“What were you doing back there?”

The Italian suit sneered. “None of your
business. You ain’t a cop.”

“I’ll make you talk.”

The Italian suit pointed. “Hey, look, it’s
the Penguin.”

Powerhouse turned. A foot clad in a fine
dress shoe exploded into the back of his exposed neck. He gasped
for air and tumbled to his knees. The Italian suit sped by him,
climbed in the Mercedes, and roared away.

Head spinning, Powerhouse stood, drew a deep
breath, and flew straight up. He turned in a circle. Now where was
that Mercedes?

 

###

 

Mild-mannered janitor Dave Johnson yawned as
he entered his home at two a.m. and rubbed his puffy, sore eyes. He
headed towards his room and passed through the living room on the
way. His wife leaned forward in her recliner, holding their bank
statement.

Apparently, it was time for his regularly
scheduled lecture. Dave put his X-Men lunch box down on the end
table. “Evening, Naomi.”

She pointed at the statement like it was a
failing report card. “Did you rent a car in Seattle?”

“Huh?” Oh, the car thieves. “Oh that. Yeah, I
was helping a friend.”

“And what’s wrong with your truck?”

“It wasn’t nice enough.”

“Whose fault is it that you’ve stayed in a
dead-end job?”

Dave stiffened and frowned. “Naomi, do you
really want to waste the weekend fighting?”

Naomi folded her arms. “And who is this
‘friend’ of yours?”

“That cool new superhero. Powerhouse needed a
decoy to catch some car thieves.”

“Why doesn’t Powerhouse have his own credit
card?”

Because he hadn’t wanted his wife asking
about purchases. “They don’t give superheroes credit cards, and he
didn’t want it linked back to his true identity.”

“Why would he choose you?”

“I’m very prominent in the superhero
community.”

She sneered. “So you’re a well-known
sucker?”

That was it. “Good night, mother. I’m going
to bed.” He stomped to their door.

Naomi grabbed his arm. “Not so fast, mister.
I’ve been trying to call you during my lunch break, and you haven’t
answered the phone.”

When would she learn to take a hint? “I’ve
been at the library.”

“Doing what?”

“Research, Mommy, research.”

“Researching what?”

“Comics.”

“Don’t you have enough stuff on the Internet?
How many books does the library have on that, anyway?”

“Night, Naomi.”

Dave walked into the bedroom. Exaggerated
wails echoed through the bedroom door.

He shook his head. “I know, Naomi. I’m a bad
little boy.”

Well, if she was going to be that way, he’d
think of an excuse to go patrolling Saturday afternoon and on
Sunday, too.

 

###

 

Naomi’s red flip flops squeaked on the
polished floor on Saturday afternoon. She approached the beauty
parlor’s cash register, attended by a young African American woman
wearing way too much makeup and a ridiculous blonde wig. The nail
tech smiled up at her. “Manicure and pedicure? That will be $35,
please.”

Naomi reached into her jeans pocket and
pulled out her credit card. The tech ran the card and handed it
back to Naomi with a signature slip. She added a $2 tip on to the
ticket.

The tech grimaced before smiling. “Thank you.
Come again.”

Naomi waited by the door while Carmela paid
for her own nails. Naomi held out her hands before her face and
examined the white tips of her French Manicure. It was well done.
No visible flaws or ripples. Not bad, for a mall store.

Carmela joined Naomi. “They always do a good
job.”

Naomi nodded and led the way out into the
mall’s central hall. The sun shone down on her through the
skylights. She sped past some sports card place. “Not quite the
Pure Bliss Spa.”

“They’re great at pampering you, sure, but
too pricey. When Randy took me there on our last wedding
anniversary, they charged more than we spent on our first car, and
all I got was a manicure, pedicure, and a facial.”

“It’s the quality you pay for.”

Carmela stopped in front of a gyros shop,
closed her eyes, tilted her head, and took a deep breath, sniffing.
A small smile curled her lips.

Naomi reached for her wallet. “You want to
get some?”

Carmela resumed walking. “Nah, I can’t eat
out again until payday. But smelling is free.”

 “I got one more stop to make.” Keeping
pace with her friend, Naomi glanced at her watch. “Quickly, if I
don’t want that son of yours charging me overtime. That’s a male
babysitter for you.” She laughed.

“Yeah, he’s a sharp kid.” Carmela beamed.
“He’ll be a great lawyer.”

Naomi nodded. She figured out what career
Carmela’s boy coveted when the kid handed her a contract to sign
before he’d watch the boys for a couple hours.

Carmela asked, “What was with James? He
seemed awful upset when we left.”

 “Oh, he thinks he’s too old for a
babysitter.” Naomi blinked back tears. “I told him Derrick still
needed one, and he was too young to babysit.”

She touched a display case in a marble wall,
featuring a set of brilliant amethyst rings, earrings and
bracelets. A white card with “Special” printed on it sat by the
amethyst bracelet with diamond accents. Mine. She strolled into
Mark Wolman Jewelers and turned left, back towards the window
display.

Carmela followed her and placed a hand on her
hip. “What did Dave do this time?”

 “What does Dave have to do with
this?”

“I know you. When you’re mad at Dave, you go
buy something.”

The beaming jeweler sprung over to the
display case, a set of keys dangling in his age spotted hands. “Ms.
Johnson, good to see you! What can I interest you in?”

Naomi pointed at the case. “Could you show me
the bracelet you have on special?”

The jeweler opened the case and pulled out
her bracelet. Naomi slipped it on. She stared at the shimmering
amethyst set out by the diamond accents.

The jeweler stood back. “As always, excellent
tastes.”

Carmela whistled and asked him, “How much is
that?”

“Only three hundred.”

“Oh my gosh.”

“It’s usually five hundred.”

Naomi nodded. “I’m getting a bargain.” She
fished her credit card back out and handed it to the jeweler. “Go
ahead and run it.”

Carmela frowned. “You’re $300 mad at Dave?
Who did you find him with?”

“No one.” Naomi watched Wolman jog her credit
card into the back room. Alone. Good. “Fine, we had a fight last
night. You should’ve heard Dave. I just wanted to clarify whether
he’d made a purchase and what he was doing with his days. He blew
up at me for no reason at all. Stormed off to the bedroom, and I
could tell he was lying.”

“So what do you think he’s doing?”

“I don’t know.” Naomi’s lower lip quivered.
“He said he was renting the car in Seattle to help out
Powerhouse.”

Carmela put her hand on Naomi’s shoulder.
“Hon, that’s exactly something that superhero freak would get
himself mixed up in! He’s probably helping Powerhouse out and has
been sworn to secrecy.”

“But that’s also the type of cover story he’d
come up with if he was cheating on me.”

“Look, your husband may be stupid, but he’s
not that stupid. Temporary insanity must have originally attracted
a gorgeous, intelligent woman like you to that dud.”

Naomi yanked away from Carmela. “He’s sweet
and he makes me laugh!”

“Regardless, he has no chance of ever getting
another woman anywhere near as classy as you, and he surely knows
it.”

“Men are promiscuous by nature. They will
cheat no matter how beautiful you are.”

Carmela gaped and thrust a hand out. “Where’d
you pick that up?”

Be Loyal To You. “From an expert.”

“You’ve been reading Leona Campbell, haven’t
you?”

Naomi stiffened. “She may be abrasive in
person, but she’s got some good points.”

“Hon, he’s 335 pounds.”

“Not anymore. He’s been losing weight and
gaining muscle, and I read—”

The jeweler returned and handed Naomi her
card back. “I’m sorry, it’s declining.”

“Don’t know what went wrong.” Brow furrowed,
Naomi pulled out her wallet and removed her credit card balances
cheat sheet. “Oh, no wonder. The pedicure puts it less than $300
away from the max.” Naomi pulled out another card and handed both
back. “Put $30 on this one and rerun the first card for $270.”

“Mrs. Johnson, will the second card also
cover the state sales tax?”

Naomi reached into her wallet and pulled out
a third card. “Put the state tax on this one.”

The jeweler sighed. “Let me write this down.”
Wolman tapped it into his cell phone and ran off with the
cards.

Carmela gasped, stared wide-eyed, and shook
her head.

Naomi grimaced. Hey, her credit cards might
be all maxed out, but at least she had a good balance on her
401(k). “Look, I have a system.”

Carmela raised her hands. “Play three
dimensional chess with your money all you want. Checkers just makes
more sense to me.”

The jeweler brought back a gray jewelry box
for the bracelet on Naomi’s wrist and three receipts. Naomi signed
them.

The jeweler smiled. “Come again.”

“I will.” When I can afford it, not just mad,
thank you, Carmela.

Naomi strode out of the store. Beside her,
Carmela snapped her fingers. “I have the answer! Dave is
Powerhouse. That’s why he’s lost weight, lifting buses and things
like that. It’s like Pinocchio wishing to be a real boy. He wished
hard enough and became a Superhero.”

Carmela and Naomi glanced at each other,
smirking. They cracked up laughing. Naomi smiled. “Now, that was
funny.”

Unfortunately, the truth wouldn’t be that
funny.

 

###

 

Powerhouse flew past the Columbia Center in
downtown Seattle. A few blocks ahead, the Italian suit entered
another glass skyscraper. Powerhouse hovered near a brown stucco
building and changed color to match.

A minute later, another familiar face
arrived—Frank Leonard, the author of the hit piece against him in
the paper. That nose was even bigger in 3D.

Powerhouse counted to 240 one thousands, flew
above the building they’d entered, and scanned it. Leonard and the
Italian suit sat with two other men at an ebony conference table in
a boardroom on the 25th floor.

Powerhouse visualized a hole his size in the
adjacent window and flew inside, landing in front of a secretary’s
desk outside the boardroom.

She stood. “Hey! What’s the big idea?”

“Sorry.” He turned, rematerialized the window
pane, and marched to the boardroom.

The secretary trembled. “You can’t go in
there.”

Powerhouse laughed in the face of office
staff resistance. “Watch me.”

 

###

 

Drumming his fingers on the ebony conference
table, Marco chewed a Rolaids tablet. When would Ross stop
blathering about the campaign against Powerhouse so he could take
his turn to vent? Powerhouse had treated him like some two-bit
hood. He was an experienced underworld figure. If he saw Powerhouse
again, he’d whack him.

Welch took a sip of scotch. Leonard scratched
in his notepad.

Powerhouse burst into the conference room and
lunged for Marco. He whipped out his gun. Powerhouse snatched it
from Marco’s grasp. He stared at his empty hand. Powerhouse tossed
the piece over his shoulder like a pop can.

Too bad the safety was on. Otherwise,
Powerhouse could have shot himself in the back with that little
move. Marco flailed at Powerhouse.

Powerhouse grabbed Marco and lifted him up by
his shirt. “What were you doing in the alley last night?”

Marco gulped. “Ain’t none of your
business.”

Ross snarled, “You’re on private property. He
doesn’t have to answer.”

“Who are you?” Powerhouse dropped Marco.

“I’m Frank Ross, owner of this building, and
of Ross Family Insurance.”

“I recognize Mr. Leonard from the paper, but
who are the rest of you?”

Marco eyed his gun through the gap between
Powerhouse’s legs. He’d never get past the tin dweeb to recover
it.

Welch swallowed his scotch and jumped up.
“Get out of here, or I’ll arrest you.”

Powerhouse pointed at Welch. “Hey, I
recognize that mustache! You’re Captain Jake Welch, Seattle PD.”
Powerhouse put a hand on the chin of his helmet’s expressionless
visor. “So the police captain who got the chief to crack down on me
is having a secret Saturday afternoon meeting with the reporter who
wrote an editorial against me and a man who was watching people try
to kill me.”

Welch pointed to the ebony door. “Get
out!”

“But I don’t know who the guy in the Italian
suit is.”

“Out!”

Powerhouse obeyed. Welch slammed the door
behind him.

Ross fidgeted. “Marco, raise the contract to
half a million.”

Powerhouse burst back in. “Marco, that’s who
you are! What’s your last name?”

Welch stood and whipped out handcuffs.
“That’s it! I’ll bust your hide.”

“Powerhouse away!” He slid open the window,
jumped out, and shot straight up.

Marco gulped. “Boss, let’s make it seven
hundred fifty grand.”

Ross sighed. “You’ve got it, Marco.”

 

 

 


Chapter 6

Powerhouse and the Pastor

 

Powerhouse flew above a housing project with
peeling paint and broken, boarded up windows. He neared a warehouse
with cracks in a wall saturated in multiple layers of graffiti. By
it, a young black man shoved a gun at another. “You do it.”

The second youth slipped the gun inside his
Mariners jacket. “Fine, foo’, I’m a real man. I ain’t afraid to
waste no preacher.”

Powerhouse followed the kid in the Mariners
jacket to a red brick building with a cross on the roof. The
painted black and white signboard posted by the door read:

 

Power Street Community Church

Reverend Tobias Jones

Sunday Morning Service 10:30

Sunday Evening Service 7:00

Youth Group 7:30 on Wednesdays

All are Welcome

 

Odd. They let old people go to a group for
young people?

Powerhouse shrugged, materialized a black
cloak with a hood to disguise his costume, and entered the church
foyer. It featured plain cement blocks painted white, scattered
potted green ferns, and a metal table with a peeling false wood
front burdened with pamphlets, brochures, two or three different
magazines, and an open registry book. He zeroed in on the Mariners
jacket popping through the double pine doors to the sanctuary and
tailed the assassin.

A grinning elderly black man intercepted him,
snatched up his hand, and attempted futilely to crush it as he
hammered it up and down. “Wonderful to meet you, brother!”

Powerhouse nodded. Strange. Couldn’t this guy
tell from his exposed white neck he couldn’t possibly be a
relation, let alone old enough to be his brother?

He slipped into the sanctuary. Stained glass
windows joined the white cement blocks. Garnet felt banners with
gold writing in another language dotted the walls. One green felt
banner featured bits of confetti glued to form English words that
read, “Out of every tribe and tongue and people and nation.” Huh?
He eyed all the small world flags on every wall, right at the
ceiling. From the diverse racial make up of the two or three
hundred folks in the pews, the flags probably represented the
congregants’ ancestral lands.

 Weird. Weren’t Christians against
multiculturalism?

 The assassin in the Mariners jacket
slumped in the fourth row on the right, in an aisle seat.
Powerhouse settled into the pew right behind the assassin.

A middle-aged black man jogged in from a side
door, jumped on the stage, and seized the pulpit. His face shone as
he pumped a fist in the air. “Glory! Let’s begin with a word of
prayer.”

Powerhouse gaped at the pastor’s girly,
ankle-length burgundy robe while everyone else, save the assassin,
bowed their heads. What kind of church was this?

The prayer ended and the pastor sat in a tiny
pew at the back of the stage. An overweight woman in her late
fifties hobbled to the pulpit, caressing a hip like it was hurting
her. The lights shone off her straight, close-cropped relaxed hair
as she belted out R & B in a husky alto. The rest of the
congregation joined in at top volume, stomping and clapping.

Powerhouse folded his arms and scrunched his
eyebrows together. What was going on? These people were as poor as
dirt, what did they have to be so excited about? If he hadn’t been
there on crime fighting duties, he would’ve snuck out.

The pastor extended his hands. “If you’re a
visitor, please fill out one of the cards located in the back of
the pew in front of you, right beside the communion cup
holders.”

Between the hymnal rack and a golf pencil and
score card holder lay two tiny holes. Those were cup holders? What
was this, “micro size me”?

He filled out the card, but stopped at the
lines asking about his kids’ names and birthdays, followed by a
question asking, essentially, if he represented any new flags they
could add to their collection. He gulped at the line where he’d
written Dave Johnson’s actual physical address.

A man approached carrying a large gold plate
with money in it. “Can I have your card?”

Powerhouse burned visual holes into the card.
The card disintegrated into ashes. Wow, I didn’t know I could do
that.

“Um, I guess not.” The man moved on.

After still another prayer, the pastor opened
what looked like a Bible and read mail sent to a church in Rome. He
paced behind the lectern. “Some folks say they’ve been too bad to
get saved. That’s a lie. Anyone can be forgiven and changed by
Christ. Anyone!”

Anyone? Minor stooges reformed all the time
in the comic books, but the Joker, the Penguin, or Lex Luthor would
never reform, at least not for more than half an issue.

The preacher glanced towards Powerhouse. “On
the other hand, some folk think they’ve got it all together and
they don’t need God. But you can’t be good enough to make Heaven
yo’ home. We all need the Lord, because we can’t do it on our own.
Amen?”

Folks all around Powerhouse shouted,
“Amen!”

Huh? Folks sometimes handed him tracts, but
Batman didn’t go to church, neither did Superman or Spider-Man.
They didn’t need to, he’d figured. Superheroes would get the best
positions in Heaven because they’d done so many good deeds.

The preacher pointed at him. “I have news for
you. All your righteousness doesn’t mean anything to God. It’s all
filthy rags. Your works can’t save you, only the blood of Jesus
Christ.”

When was the last time this preacher had
stopped a drug dealer or broken up a car theft ring? That wasn’t
filthy rags, that was really great. Like that episode where
Superman battled Darkseid. A rerun of the episode played on his
mental movie screen until a squeal from the sound system
interrupted. The lone white redhead in the pews yelped.

The pastor cleared his throat. “If you’d like
to find Jesus tonight, come on up to the front, and we’ll pray with
you.”

A dozen people went up. The assassin rose
from the pew, hesitated a moment, tip-toed down the aisle, and
knelt at the altar. The pastor approached him.

Powerhouse tore his cloak off and pounced on
the assassin.

The pastor stared at Powerhouse. “What are
you doing, man?”

“Saving your life. I heard this guy say he
was going to waste you.”

The preacher turned to the assassin. “Is that
true?”

The assassin lowered his head. “Yes,
preacher. I was planning on killing you, and I do got a gun in my
jacket.”

Powerhouse grabbed the gun and bent it into a
triangle. “Now you don’t! Gun control, Powerhouse style.”

The pastor glared at Powerhouse like Grandpa
did before he gave him a spanking. He gulped. “I think I’ll be
quiet.”

The assassin rubbed his nose with his
knuckle. “I changed my mind. I need Jesus.”

Powerhouse rolled his eyes. “Oh, yeah right!
He’s just trying to get out of trouble.”

He tied the youth up.

The pastor gasped and glared at Powerhouse.
“Did you do that?”

Powerhouse blinked. In the comics,
superheroes who could make things appear out of thin air never
frightened anyone. “Come on. Do you really think you’re that good a
preacher?”

“Nope.” The pastor untied the boy. “No one
comes, unless the Lord draws him.” He prayed in whispers with the
boy and then patted his shoulder. “Now, go wait in that back room.
Somebody will be there to help you to take the next step.”

The boy nodded with tears in his eyes. The
pastor turned to Powerhouse. “Thank you for your efforts. Would you
like prayer?”

With all his powers, what did he need prayer
for? “Not really.”

“There’s refreshments in the fellowship hall.
You’ll be more than welcome.” The pastor turned to the others at
the altar.

 Powerhouse strode away. A white guy
blocking the aisle said to an Arab guy, “You bowling tomorrow?”

“Nah, I’m gonna help the pastor build the
youth center.”

“Why bother? They’re just going to blow it
up.”

“I’ve got to do it. It’s like Nehemiah.”

Who? Powerhouse arched an eyebrow. He’d pay a
visit to the construction site tomorrow.

 

###

 

Night Lord took a sip of his black coffee,
feet up on his silver desk. Hot liquid spilled on his silk shirt.
He wiped it off. He never had to worry about stains. He always wore
midnight black, the same color as nearly everything in his lair,
though the black light made it difficult to see much besides the
silver accents. He skimmed the crime section of the newspaper to
see if any of his dealers had been arrested.

One of his underlings entered. “Marco is here
to see you.”

Night Lord sighed. “Send him in.”

Marco swaggered in like he thought he owned
the lair and whipped out a gun. “I just got the quarterly report.
Your sales are still half of the nearest drug lord’s totals.”

“We’ve had problems.”

“No, you’ve had problems. None of the other
dealers in the city have had problems.”

“They don’t have Reverend Jones.”

“They got preachers in their areas. A
preacher’s a preacher.”

Night Lord shook his head. “Jones is
different. He has a juvenile record for dealing and is married to
evangelizing my dealers. He visits their families. He can show up
anytime preaching when my guys are trying to sell.”

“Sounds like you need to whack ’em.”

“Oh, I’ve tried, but—” Night Lord paused. “My
people are locals; they won’t kill a preacher. They’re afraid God
will strike ’em dead. One guy I actually got to try was arrested,
and another got born again.”

Marco shrugged. “They’re very religious
people.”

“You shouldn’t have put a white in charge
here. I’m an outsider.”

“We’re equal opportunity employers. Besides,
you didn’t think you were taking over Montana. Now, take care of
this Reverend.” Marco trained his gun between Night Lord’s eyes.
“Unless you want me to give your territory to someone else?”

Night Lord glowered. Marco would pay for
that, assuming he ever slipped up and gave him opportunity. “I’ll
handle it.”

“See to it.” Marco sauntered to the door, but
glanced back. “I don’t want to have to come back here.” Marco
left.

Night Lord sighed. Minions. “If I want it
done right, I’ll have to do it myself.”

 

###

 

Seattle chief of police Stone Bachman fanned
himself. The AC must have gone out again. By afternoon, it was
going to be unbearable. He opened the window, sat at his desk, and
yawned. Mr. Miller, please don’t be another crazy taking advantage
of my generosity.

In strolled a man in his thirties with a dark
brown crew cut. He had his thumbs tucked in the pockets of a
mid-range tweed suit.

The chief stood. “Hello, Mr. Miller.”

Miller shook his hand with a firm squeeze,
looking him right in the eyes. “Chief Bachman, it’s a
pleasure.”

The chief pointed to a chair across from his
desk. “Have a seat.” The chief looked Miller over. “Weren’t you
missing for a few years?”

“That’s all past. I’m leaving tomorrow as a
member of the Merchant Marine.”

 “I see. So what brings you here to
Public Office hours?”

“It’s a concern about the zoo.”

The chief turned on his intercom. “Are you
getting all this?”

The intercom buzzed, and his secretary
answered, “Yes sir. I got it right here. ‘Miller. Another complaint
about the noise at the zoo.’”

“No, not our zoo; that’s excellent.” Miller
leaned forward. “This zoo kidnaps sentient beings from across the
galaxy and puts us on display for a sentient race of alien
apes.”

The chief leaned over his desk and stared
into Miller’s eyes. You don’t look crazy.

“They are able to cloak their presence from
electronics and put biological organisms in a suspended state so
they can kidnap their subjects undetected. That’s what happened to
me. I was in this zoo these past years.”

The intercom buzzed again. “Oh come on. This
is nuts.”

Miller smiled. “I thought so, too, but my
therapist says otherwise. I have symptoms of post-traumatic stress
disorder, not psychosis. I really was placed in the Earth exhibit
with a sea dragon, a Sasquatch, and a clone of Elvis Presley.”

The chief arched an eyebrow. His secretary
burst in the room and whipped her head around. “Where’s the
camera?”

Miller laughed. “No camera. I’m very serious.
Apparently, they decided the zoo needed a data entry clerk. I spent
six years entering meaningless data into a desktop computer with
alien children taunting me, throwing rats at me.”

The chief sent a “go away” stare at his
secretary. “So, Miller, why’d they release you?”

“According to the sasquatch, due to a
temporary budget cut, they couldn’t afford to keep all four of us.
If you had to choose between a data entry clerk, a sea dragon, a
clone of Elvis Presley, and a sasquatch, who would you get rid
of?”

His secretary laughed. “The sea dragon. It’s
just a dumb animal, but where are you going to find a good
administrative assistant?”

The chief raised his hand. “Don’t mock him.
He pays our salary. Please, Miller, go on.”

Miller smiled, his eyes crinkling. “The
sasquatch suggested the zookeepers believed the budget shortfall
last year was my fault. The novelty of manually entering data into
a computer wore off. When the budget’s there, they’ll be back in
search of someone of extraordinary talent. I wanted to warn you, so
you can make preparations.”

“What type of preparations?”

“Let people know to flee the city, at least
the strong, talented ones.”

The secretary snickered. “Chief, I’ll alert
Gold’s Gym.”

The chief glared at her. “Out, if you want to
keep your job.”

She shrugged and flung herself out.

The chief turned to the admitted psychiatric
patient. “Mr. Miller, the universe is a very strange place. I don’t
claim to understand it all. You’ve certainly been through something
very traumatic. But we don’t have the technology to stop aliens who
can cross a thousand light years so quickly and can strike anywhere
on Earth. I’m sorry, but I don’t waste my life worrying about
problems I can’t solve.”

Miller’s jaw tightened. “I see.”

The chief stood and patted his shoulder.
“Please, have a good voyage and try not worry about things beyond
your control.”

“Thank you for your time, anyway.” Miller
stood, shook the chief’s hand, and then headed out the door.

The chief sat again and buzzed his secretary
on the intercom. “Did you get all that?”

She poked her head back in the door, her
cheeks pink. “Sir, I told you what I wrote down earlier. It’s much
more believable.”

“No, scratch that. Let the record reflect
what he said.”

“We should call the Merchant Marine.”

The chief shook his head. “Don’t make trouble
for him. He’s been through something very traumatic—it’d have to be
to come up with this. If the Merchant Marine’s psychologists passed
him through, that’s fine. Maybe he just needed to tell someone to
get it off his chest.”

“Yes, sir.” His secretary stepped out of his
office and shut the door.

Hopefully, the next person to come in this
office would be sane.

Powerhouse climbed in the open window.

So much for that. Who did this guy think he
was? Batman? “What do you want?”

Powerhouse folded his arms. “Who’s Frank
Ross?”

The chief took a sip of coffee. “The biggest
crime lord in Seattle. We’ve indicted him five times. Each time
he’s gotten off.”

“And who’s Marco?”

The chief put his cup down. “Marco
Silvano?”

“Ross just said his name was Marco.”

“Marco is the father of the crime family that
manages Ross’s organization.”

“What were Marco and Ross doing with Frank
Leonard and Captain Welch?”

The chief jumped up, fists clenched. “I’ve
known Jake Welch twenty years. He’d never associate with that
scum.”

“You mean Marco and Ross?”

“Leonard, too. Can’t stand journalists.”

“I’m just telling you what I saw.”

“I won’t believe it without evidence.”

Powerhouse put his hands up. “I was just
asking.”

“If you get solid evidence, let me know.” The
chief settled back in his chair and picked up his paperwork.

A bookshelf crashed, and the World Almanac
whizzed past his head. The chief glanced up. Beside the window,
police journals littered the floor at Powerhouse’s feet. Powerhouse
shrugged. “I’m sure sneaking out the window unnoticed took Batman a
lot of practice.”

 

###

 

Powerhouse flew over Power Street Community
Church. A work group pounded in nails on a roof only one third
shingled. The pastor hammered along with the rest. Powerhouse
landed behind him. “I can help.”

The pastor wiped his brow. “Good. We need all
the help we can get.”

At the end of the day, Powerhouse puffed out
his chest as he stood on the walk, staring up at the completed
youth center. The Amazing Powerhouse, with his superhuman speed,
had made record progress.

The pastor shook his hand. “Powerhouse,
appreciate your help. We weren’t planning on laying carpet for a
few more days yet. We didn’t even think we’d have the roof done
until tomorrow.”

Powerhouse brushed sawdust off his costume.
“All in a day’s work, pastor.”

“We’ll surprise the youth by holding their
meeting here on Wednesday. Would you be willing to come? The
service is at 7:30.”

The pastor surely wanted to praise him, and
maybe admit he was wrong, that Powerhouse’s good deed guaranteed
him a high position in Heaven. “It’s an honor.”

 

###

 

Powerhouse followed the teens pouring out of
the gym up the stairs to the second floor hallway. The pastor shook
his hand. “Good to have you. We’re about to get started.”

The pastor led him into the meeting room,
with a blackboard, light blue plaster walls, and eight rows of
plastic folding chairs.

A black boy about the same age as James
rolled his eyes. “Pastor, where’d Brother Barker get the
costume?”

“This is Powerhouse, Jimmy. He’s a real
superhero.”

“There aren’t any real superheroes.”

“I didn’t used to think so.”

Powerhouse sat in the front row. Crack! He
landed on the floor. Broken bits of plastic chair scattered around
him.

The kids went into hysterics. Heat rose in
his cheeks. He stood and visualized a titanium chair and the
plastic chair repaired.

The kids gasped. Jimmy pointed. “Wow! You are
a superhero!”

Powerhouse sat in the unbreakable titanium
chair, smiling smugly.

The pastor stood before the chalkboard.
“Brother Barker is still not feeling well, but he hopes to be back
next week. So, this week, you’ll have me again. As you’ve noticed,
we got a lot done. If everything goes well, we should be open fully
in a month. Why did this happen so quickly? Because the hand of God
moved in this situation.”

Powerhouse blinked. What was he talking
about? “I’m not God.”

The pastor shot him a stern look. “Powerhouse
heard about what we were doing and lent us his assistance. How was
this the hand of God? Turn with me to the book of Isaiah.”

The pastor read about how some kings who
didn’t worship God were named as his servants. “This means people
who don’t know God may serve His ends. The whole universe is under
the command of the Lord and all things work to the good of his
children. This doesn’t mean that everyone who serves God’s ends
will make it to Heaven. Without being cleansed of sin, no man shall
see God. Let us choose to be willing and not unwitting servants of
God.”

 

###



Night Lord wiggled through the narrow ventilation shaft. It might
be tight and cramp, and totally blind in here, but it was the only
way for a professional to enter a building in style. He’d been
unseen, unless some neighbor saw him steal a ladder next door and
climb up to where the ventilator shaft’s outdoor entrance was, on
the side of the church facing the freeway. The noise would surely
be attributed to rats.

No, the most lethal danger would be
accidentally poking himself with the dart gun concealed inside his
bomber jacket.

He leaned over a vent and peered down into
the classroom his prospective clients usually met in. Empty? What?
By now, the service should’ve been well under way.

The laughter of two boys resounded through
the ventilation shaft. Oh, no, they were already using their new
youth center. How could this be? The center wasn’t to be opened for
two months at the earliest.

“So much for style.” He kicked the
ventilation shaft grate open, jumped down, and ran out of the
church like an Olympic sprinter.

Jones and Powerhouse stood seven yards away
on the church lawn. Around them, some of his prospective clients
were hanging out. Night Lord took cover behind the evergreen
bushes, shouldering his dart gun. The natural pinesol made his nose
twitch with a threatened sneeze. Night Lord focused the blow gun on
the pastor and prepared to fire.

Powerhouse shook his head and stepped in the
way, partially blocking his shot. “I’m a good guy. How could I not
go to Heaven?”

“Are you perfect?”

“What’s that got to do with it?”

Jones spread his hands. “That’s the standard.
That’s the only way you can go to Heaven.”

“But nobody’s perfect!”

“That’s why we need Jesus.” Jones nodded, his
head bobbing out to a clean shot.

Night Lord fired.

Powerhouse reached out and snatched the
dart.

Night Lord fled into the alley. It wouldn’t
take even that dunce long to figure out the dart was poisoned. He
jumped in his black Jaguar and drove by Powerhouse, who raised his
visor an inch and put the dart up underneath.

Please poke yourself, my dimwitted white
knight.

The dart came back out. Powerhouse remained
in sickeningly good health. Night Lord sighed. “Looks like we’ve
got a complication.”

 

###

 

Powerhouse stood in Jones’s study. A police
officer read over a forensics report and grimaced. “Powerfreak was
right. This is poison. It would’ve killed you instantly.”

Jones smiled. “Praise the Lord Powerhouse was
there.”

“Yeah, but somebody wants you to go to your
reward early.”

Powerhouse jabbed his index finger in the
air. “Not if I have anything to say about it.”

The officer sighed. “You gonna cover him all
day?”

“I can most of the time, anyway.”

The officer shook his head. “Jones, we don’t
have the resources to give you proper protection, unless you want
to stay in lock up.”

Jones frowned. “No, thanks. I have work to
do.”

“Then I guess Powerjerk is your best
bet.”

Powerhouse glared. “It’s Powerhouse.”

The police officer rolled his eyes. “I
know.”

Jones smiled at the officer. “I’m in God’s
hands.”

The officer glanced at Powerhouse and back to
Jones. “May He have mercy on you.”

 

###

 

Marco shifted on his feet. Birds chirped all
around him in the evergreen forest and a monarch butterfly flitted
by. He grimaced at his earth tone hiking ensemble. What he wouldn’t
do to be back in a pinstripe suit. He glanced at his watch; 1:59
p.m. The assassin had five minutes. After that, he’d head back and
properly thank Bobby Alvarez for the bum steer.

Out of thin air popped a guy in a green tank
top, khaki cargo pants, and a body like the Russian in Rocky IV.
Marco pulled his gun.

“Now you see me.” The magician touched a
button on a heavy duty utility belt with a battery pack and
disappeared. “And now you don’t.”

Marco jumped, on guard, glancing around.
“Where are you?”

An iron grip grabbed his gun hand and
squeezed his knuckles until they popped. Marco released the gun. It
stopped mid-air and turned its muzzle on him.

The magician reappeared, holding Marco’s gun.
“My apologies. I don’t negotiate well with someone pointing a gun
at me. I’m the assassin you were sent to meet. Code name: the
Invisibility Master. I can get rid of Powerhouse.”

“That invisibility stuff is a neat trick, but
it won’t take out Powerhouse.”

“No.” The Invisibility Master walked over to
a white pine and pressed a button embedded into the bark. Below the
button, a bazooka-style rocket launcher appeared on a hook. The
Invisibility Master stroked the handheld rocket launcher like a
favored pet. “But this will take out a tank. And Powerhouse.”

Marco grinned. “You’re exactly what we
need.”

Hopefully, Powerhouse would like meeting a
supervillain.

 

###

 

Powerhouse carried a box of groceries past a
flag pole and up the sagging, wooden porch steps of a gray house
maybe twelve hundred square feet, if that. A white tablecloth hung
in the window, filling a gap between the venetian blinds. He
glanced to Jones, beside him. “So who are we helping out,
exactly?”

“Brother Lenny. He’s widowed and all alone.
Only folk who come to visit and run errands for him are me and
others from the church.” Jones knocked on the screen door.

An elderly black man opened it. “Come on in,
Reverend.”

Powerhouse followed Jones into a living room
opened to the kitchen.

While Jones put away the groceries,
Powerhouse approached the drop-leaf walnut table. Lenny set a can
of store brand soda on a bamboo coaster and lowered himself into an
ugly vinyl orange chair that had escaped from the 1970s.

Lenny eyed Powerhouse. “You got more hardware
than True Value.”

Jones brought over a cribbage board. Lenny
stretched his back. “It’s good to have someone to play cribbage
with, Reverend.”

“True that. Us cribbage players are a rare
breed.”

Powerhouse yawned. “Can three play?”

Jones nodded. “Do you know how?”

“Sure. Cribbage. It’s kinda like poker,
right?”

Lenny laughed. “We’ll teach you. Sit.”

Jones raised a finger. “Carefully. Brother
Lenny has no space for a titanium chair.”

After the cribbage pros finished beating
Powerhouse, Lenny shook the pastor’s hand and then Powerhouse’s.
“Come by anytime. I can use the company.”

Powerhouse spent the next half hour or so in
a nursing home, listening to Jones read the Bible to an elderly
white woman. She was sitting up, but motionless and had a strange
sheen in her eyes.

“Can she talk?” Powerhouse asked.

The pastor shook his head. “Sister Kennedy
had a bad stroke. Hasn’t spoken in months.”

“If she can’t talk, why do you come?”

“She can’t talk, but the Bible speaks to her
and comforts her. It helps her soul.”

“But it’s just a book.”

“No, it’s the Book, and it means something to
her.”

Back at the church, Powerhouse flew overhead
the pastor. The black Jimmy Olson and three friends gathered around
a basketball hoop, tossing the ball up into it. The pastor ran onto
the basketball court, stole the ball, ran to the other basket, and
scored a point.

Powerhouse landed on the court. “I want to
play.”

Jones shook his head. “Sorry, man. Those
superpowers give you an unfair advantage.”

Powerhouse sighed, sat on the blacktop, and
watched the four of them play. After a while, two boys continued to
play each other while the pastor talked to the third boy. The other
two boys took turns talking to the pastor. At the end of the last
boy’s turn, the child said, “Thanks, Pop.”

Powerhouse stared. Huh? The boy was Asian.
“He’s your dad?”

“He’s the only dad we have.”

An ex-cop from the congregation jogged up in
khakis and a red flannel shirt. “Thanks, Powerhouse, you can go
about your other duties now. I’ll guard Jones until you can
return.”

Powerhouse flew home. Young Jimmy Olsen had
looked at Pastor Jones the same way the real Jimmy Olsen looked at
Superman. Maybe—maybe—not every hero wore tights.

 

###

 

After finishing cleaning up the FBI warehouse
for his alter ego, Powerhouse toted a mug of milk and a plate of
Oreo cookies into the pastor’s living room. He set the plate on the
creaky magazine rack and settled in front of the clunky, twenty
four inch TV/VCR combo. He beamed. Pastor Jones could rest easy
tonight because no sleep would befall the ever vigilant
Powerhouse.

He flipped on the Happy Night Channel. The
blond horse on the screen sang, “I am Mr. Ed.”

Powerhouse laughed as the horse demanded he
be included in Wilbur’s will.

A chopping noise pierced the air.

Darn. Just when it was getting good.
Powerhouse hit the mute button and got up, mug of milk in hand. He
pulled open the curtains. A helicopter descended and hovered
several feet above the ground. Guns protruded from the copter.

A hail of bullets streamed in through the
glass door.

 

 

 


Chapter 7

Powerhouse v. Night Lord

 

Powerhouse dived to his right to avoid the
bullets. He clambered up, flew out Jones’s window, and ran under
the copter. He punched up at its underbelly. It collapsed like foam
rubber.

“You can’t escape Powerhouse, you villainous
villains!”

Inside the copter, a steel door closed
beneath him. He turned. Guns mounted on the wall targeted his vital
organs.

Must move quickly and, if I get out of this,
must buy the kids a thesaurus.

 

###

 

Night Lord abandoned the copter by parachute
and landed in the target’s front yard. He drew a telescopic rifle
from his back, aimed for the bedroom window, and fired a stream of
bullets through the glass. He peered through his sights.

Dark liquid oozed from the lump under the
burgundy covers.

 

###

 

The copter’s guns unleashed a fury of
bullets. Focusing, Powerhouse made Kevlar shields appear in front
of each gun. The bullets deflected into the cockpit door.
Powerhouse pushed against it. “No good, it won’t give.”

Wow, he was stating the obvious to himself.
He really was a superhero.

The copter rose higher. Powerhouse slammed
his body into the door.

After six tries, the door burst open and he
stumbled into the cockpit. Empty. A timer on the plastic dashboard
bore a rectangular sticker with Night Lord written in Matisse
silver lettering on a midnight black background.
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Powerhouse whistled. “Cool logo.”

“Glad you like it,” a voice said over the
crackling radio. “Goodbye, Powerhouse.”

Thirty seconds appeared on the timer. He
ripped out the dashboard and super-punched the windshield. It
shattered. He flew out the gaping mouth with jagged glass teeth on
all sides. An explosion shoved him. An intense shot of burning pain
seared his backside, like the time he accidentally sat on Mom’s
stove and found out the hard way it was still hot from dinner. The
flames, somehow inside his metal armor, licked all around his
body.

Ouch.

He ran through the neighbor’s sprinklers,
opened the visor of his helmet, and let the steam vent out.
Hopefully, it would obscure his face.

Once the steam started to dissipate, he put
down his visor. He’d better check on Reverend Jones. He flew into
Reverend Jones’s bedroom. Bullet holes dotted the back wall. Red
liquid soaked the lump in the bed. Powerhouse sniffed at the
strange smell. “Grape juice?”

Jones strolled in like he’d come from getting
the paper. “What are you doing in here?”

“Where’d you go?”

“Down to the basement to exercise. I couldn’t
sleep. What happened here?”

Powerhouse puffed out his chest. “The
villainous Night Lord attacked, but was thwarted by the magnificent
Powerhouse.”

“Ya know, it’s weird when you refer to
yourself in the third person.” Jones glanced around. “Guess I’m
going to need more grape juice.”

Powerhouse shuddered. It almost had been
Jones’s blood. “I guess so.” No way would he leave Jones alone.
Night Lord might still be around and try again.

Powerhouse stayed on his man even as the
suits examined the crime scene. A photographer glared at him. “Move
your foot over. You’re getting in the picture.”

“Sorry.” Powerhouse backed into a police
lieutenant. “Oh, sorry.”

The police lieutenant folded his arms.
“Powerfreak, what are you doing here?”

Reverend Jones put a hand in the air. “He’s
my friend.”

The lieutenant chortled. “With friends like
this.” He sighed. “Let’s be honest. Reverend, you can’t live like
this. You’ve got to take some precautions.”

Jones shook his head. “I’m not going into
protective custody.”

“Fine, I’m going to assign two guys to watch
you 24/7, for your safety as well as that of the community.”

Powerhouse lifted a silver-gloved finger in
the air. “You’ll be doubly protected then.”

The lieutenant scowled. “You stay out of
sight. Let my men do their job. We don’t need you messing
everything up.”

What was his problem? “Fair enough, I’ll be
incognito.”

The lieutenant shook his head. “Just don’t
get in the way.”

 

###

 

Marco frowned. Was this creep a vamp or what?
A single black light lit the cavernous space, making the dashes of
silver glow in a room otherwise decorated entirely in black. Night
Lord even sat with his feet up on his silver desk, leaning back in
his chair so far that he was almost upside down. Marco folded his
arms. “All this elaborate plotting, and all you have accomplished
is to lose a two million dollar helicopter.”

Night Lord put his hands behind his head.
“Hey, I came closer to killing Powerhouse than anyone else ever
has.”

And not close enough to falling backwards and
splitting his head open—yet. “Irrelevant. Your target is Reverend
Jones. The Invisibility Master will handle Powerhouse.”

“Who’s he?”

“Someone far more competent that you: a tech
geek with an invisibility suit and a willingness to do anything for
a price. He’ll keep Powerhouse occupied this afternoon while you
take care of the reverend.”

Night Lord sat up, his eyes narrowing.
“What’s my name?”

“Nigel Lemming.”

The creep dropped his feet to the floor,
murder glowing in his eyes. “That’s Night Lord to you. Notice it’s
not Dawn Lord, Morning Lord, and especially not Afternoon
Lord.”

Marco pointed his index finger at Night Lord.
“Don’t get cute.”

“It’s in my contract. I said that I’d lie,
cheat, kill, and steal—at night.”

“So you’re not going to do this because
you’re neurotic.”

Night Lord spread his hands. “Hey, you agreed
to it.”

“Fine, I’ll handle this.” Marco fingered his
revolver, pulling it half way out of its holster. “But you’re on
thin ice, Nigel.”

 

###

 

Powerhouse flew past evacuated office
buildings in downtown Seattle. Where are you?

An explosion rocked the air. Powerhouse
dodged left. Another rocket sizzled by his right shoulder and
slammed into the gray stone building ahead of him. The shock wave
slammed him to the pavement.

He bounced back up. “Ha! I said a rocket
blast wouldn’t knock Superman to the ground. I’m fazed is all.” He
turned.

A man wearing a green tank top and cargo
pants, with a bazooka strapped to his back ran across a rooftop. He
entered an access stairwell and slammed the door.

Powerhouse flew to the door and turned the
knob. Locked. He yanked the door off its hinges and peered down the
stairwell.

Where had that guy gone?

Powerhouse ran down the stairs and skid out
into an office hallway with steel gray walls. A rocket hurtled
towards his position. He flew past it. An explosion boomed and a
rush of flame toasted his backside.

The shoulder rocket guy appeared ahead,
running. The guy pressed a button on his huge utility belt and
disappeared again.

Ah ha. One of those. Powerhouse flew around
the corner and changed the color of his costume to match the wall.
He turned on the whisper jet on his rocket pack and hovered six
inches into the air.

Now they were even.

Powerhouse moved across the gray wall. Come
on, show yourself.

A pile of debris pushed itself aside.

Powerhouse smiled. He jetted across the room
and slammed his foot in the middle of position the pile of debris
had been moved from. Electricity sparked.

The invisibility guy appeared under his foot,
lying on the floor like a movie cowboy trying to hear if the
Indians were coming.

Powerhouse ripped the rocket launcher off the
invisibility guy’s back, pulled him up, and delivered a right hook
to the villain’s jaw. “I’ve got friends in blue to introduce you
to.”

 

###

 

Marco crouched in the prickly Blue Pacific
juniper bushes outside the reverend’s study. He stood and peered
through the window. The reverend typed on his computer. Across the
street, a car door creaked open. Seemed the cops had spotted
him.

He pulled out a dart gun. The cops were on
the take, but he needed to knock them out with the darts, so they’d
have an excuse for not stopping him. He turned, fired twice, and
missed.

Time to reload.

Marco hit his mark. A second later, he hit
the next officer. They sprawled beside the cop car, fast asleep. He
crossed the street, pulled out the Master Key, and shoved the
plastic key-shaped device in the lock. The Master Key’s light
flashed through the rainbow until it at last turned blue. He turned
the knob, and the door opened.

Worked like a charm.

He crept into the house, to Reverend Jones’s
study. With the music blaring, the reverend wouldn’t hear a bull
elephant.

He opened the door with a gloved hand and
walked in. The reverend glanced up from his book. Marco trained his
revolver on the reverend. “Put the book down, get up, and turn
around.”

The reverend complied.

Marco said, “Open up your shirt.”

The reverend did, revealing a bulletproof
vest.

Marco laughed. “Nice try, Reverend. I’ll just
have to aim high.”

Jones demanded in an even voice, “Why are you
doing this?”

 This guy was as cool as a winter night
in Anchorage. “You’re in the way of business.”

“Drug business, I assume.” Jones clucked his
tongue.

Marco snarled. “Congratulations, you got the
$500,000 question right. Too bad you won’t get to try for the
million.”

 “You destroy lives with that stuff. Do
you really want that on your soul come judgment day, Marco?”

“Reverend, don’t preach at me.”

Jones laughed. “Or what? You’ll kill me?”

“I know your record. You pushed. Then you do
time in the big house, and, wham, suddenly you’re a man of the
cloth? Who are you to judge?”

“No one. I’m not offering judgment. I’m
offering a better life. It doesn’t have to be killing and death.
God loves you. If you’ll turn to Him, He’ll save your soul from
Hell, just like He saved mine.”

Marco cocked his gun. “Say hi to God for
me.”

Jones sent Marco a piercing look that oddly
seemed more concerned about Marco’s soul than Jones’s own life.
“You don’t have to do this, Marco.”

For once, he wished his reputation hadn’t
preceded him. “Yes, I do.”

His hands trembled, his whole body taut. Why
was it so hard to pull the trigger? He’d never had this much
trouble with a hit.

Jones extended a hand. “Come on, Marco. God
doesn’t want you to do this. Pray with me, and everything will be
fine. You’ll be forgiven and can have a new life.”

Marco took a breath and forced back the
trigger.

The reverend collapsed. His neck bled.
“Father, forgive him.”

Marco stood over the reverend and fired
again.

 

###

 

Powerhouse dropped the evil invisible man on
the sidewalk outside the burning office building. Grinning, he
puffed out his chest and wiped his hands. “You’ll be going to jail
for a very long time.”

The invisibility guy laughed at him. “That’s
what you think.”

A sergeant handcuffed the invisibility guy.
“Can I have your name?”

“No.”

“That’s okay. We’ll find out.”

Powerhouse flew back to Jones’s house. A
chill slithered down his back at the napping police officers. He
visualized low level jolts of electricity coursing through their
bodies. They jumped up and screamed.

“What are you doing? This is no time for
sleeping on the job!” Powerhouse glanced at the darts in their
thighs. They’d been drugged.

He ran inside Jones’s house and through the
open study door. Jones lay on the floor. Blood poured from his
neck.

Jones murmured along with the music playing.
“We’re marching to Zion. Beautiful, beautiful Zion. We’re marching
upward to Zion, the beautiful City of God.”

Powerhouse knelt. He had to do something.
“I’ll get a doctor.”

“No need. Let me be.” The reverend sang the
chorus once more before the light went out in his eyes.

 

###

 

Jimmy Olsen walked towards the church, past
Brother Lenny’s house. Brother Lenny stood on his porch, wearing an
army hat and carrying a bugle. Brother Lenny’s lip quivered like he
might cry. Jimmy jogged up the walk. “Brother Lenny, what’s
wrong?”

Brother Lenny sat on his stoop and waved him
up. “Come here, boy.”

“Make it quick. I got to meet Pastor.” Jimmy
sat on the steps beside Brother Lenny.

Brother Lenny put his horn down between them.
“Pastor was shot.”

What? No. “Is he in the hospital?”

“He’s gone Home.”

Tears poured down Jimmy’s cheeks. He clenched
his fists. Who would play basketball with them? Who would be there
to cheer him on when he finally won the gold? “Why did this happen
to Pastor?”

The blurry old man shrugged. “Maybe he was
just too good for this old world. I don’t know. All I know is I
miss my best friend.”

“Me, too, Lenny. He was like a father to
me.”

“Did you tell him how you feel?”

“Sure, all the time.”

“Then you got one on me. I just wish—”
Brother Lenny swallowed. “Yeah, if wishes were horses. Come on,
we’ll honor him as best we know how.”

Brother Lenny shuffled out to his flagpole
and lowered the flag halfway. “You remember how I taught you to
stand at attention?”

Jimmy nodded and assumed the position. He
stared up at the blurry flag as Brother Lenny played “Taps.”

Brother Lenny wiped his eyes. “Everybody’s
crying today. Even Sister Kennedy sat up in her bed and wept.”
Lenny turned to Jimmy. “You probably should go meet your
friends.”

“Will you play for me when I die, Brother
Lenny?”

Brother Lenny laughed. “Child, by the time
you die, I’ll have been in Glory a long time.”

Jimmy nodded. No use trying to explain how
his apartment building was on the border of two rival gangs.
Brother Lenny was a nice old man, but not strong enough to take on
the drug lords. Pastor Jones was strong enough and look what
happened to him.

 

###

 

The kind eyes of Reverend Jones stared up
from the black and white obituary photo crunched in Powerhouse’s
hand. He glanced up to the waterfall churning purple under thick
storm clouds flashing with lightening. His lower lip wobbled. “I
failed.”

Zolgron perched on a gray boulder near the
curly fry tree, which stood straighter than usual today. “Nonsense,
you handled the greater risk.”

“But I promised to protect Reverend Jones.
And now he’s dead.”

“You did what you had to do. Don’t waste your
time and energy on pouting. Sensible people do not mourn on my
planet. We seek bloody vengeance.”

“That’s not a superhero thing to do.”

Zolgron sighed. “Catch the criminal and turn
him over to the authorities.”

“Are we all right with God? Are we going to
Heaven?”

Zolgron snorted. “What’s with this nonsense?
We’re gods ourselves.”

“That’s good to know.”

Powerhouse closed his eyes and returned to
sitting in the back row of Power Street Community Church. His black
Jimmy Olsen stood by the casket. The boy finally folded up the epic
poem he’d written in Jones’s honor and pointed at the audience.
“Powerhouse.”

He jumped up. Him? Oh, why not? “Reverend
Jones was a very fine man. He cared for people and for this
community. I could tell that though I only knew him a short
time.”

That was too short a tribute; Jones deserved
more. “He wore a size 11 shoe, I know that much, and he had this
really ugly scar on his left leg. It was very distinct, just as he
was. That scar was the story of his life, no, the story of all
mankind.”

The congregation looked at each other with
puzzled frowns.

Powerhouse launched into “You Light Up My
Life.” Halfway through, he faltered. “You brought me a light so I
could clean out my car.” Powerhouse stopped. That was dumb. Maybe
he could change to a slightly different song and no one would
notice. “Oh Danny Boy, the pipes, the pipes are calling.”

The congregation all scrunched together or
furrowed their brows, but applauded.

Powerhouse took his seat.

The service ended with a song called, “Rock
of Ages,” and then a procession began around the casket.

Jimmy Olsen broke down sobbing. “Who will
take care of us now?”

Powerhouse slipped in beside Jimmy and placed
a hand on the young shoulder. “Don’t worry, Jimmy, Powerhouse will
handle everything.”

He jogged out of the church, powered up his
jet pack, and took to flight over the inner city projects. He shook
his head. How strange. Most of the funeral-goers seemed at peace,
even rejoicing. They even called it a “Celebration of Life.” How
could they be so happy at a funeral? At his mother’s funeral, the
minister had told him the funeral was for the mourners left behind.
Of course, a hero like Jones surely had gone to Heaven.

It would be his job to fix things here on
Earth.

 

 

 


Chapter 8

Powerhouse Carries On

 

After a hand of cribbage with Lenny,
Powerhouse counted the points he’d gotten and put it down on
Lenny’s walnut drop leaf table. At the shift in Powerhouse’s
weight, the vinyl orange 1970s chair issued a creaky protest.

Lenny eyed the cards. “Muggins for two.”

Powerhouse arched an eyebrow. “What’s a
muggins?”

“You didn’t count a fifteen in your hand, so
I’m taking the two points.”

“You would steal from me?”

“That’s one of the rules.”

“It’s a stupid rule.”

“Look, do you want to play?”

Powerhouse grunted. The rules may be stupid,
but someone had to carry on Reverend Jones’s heroic efforts.

Lenny rattled on about his life for an
eternity, and then asked, “So you married?”

Could they go back to Lenny’s stamp
collection? “I can’t say.”

“Got any kids?”

“Haven’t you ever read a comic? All hell
would break out if I were to answer this.”

“Okay, um, Pepsi or Coke?”

“Look, any personal detail could give a clue
to my identity. Night Lord would track you down and torture you.
He’d say, ‘Pepsi or Coke?’ as he ripped out your fingernails.”

“Look at the time—I’m fifteen minutes late
for my nap.”

Powerhouse stood and slipped out onto the
gray porch. He jumped over the saggy wooden steps. Why did he have
a sinking feeling things hadn’t gone well?

He flew to the nursing home and entered Mrs.
Kennedy’s room. He sifted through her closets and drawers, found a
red, hardback Bible, and sat across from her. Mrs. Kennedy sat up
in bed. Powerhouse opened the Bible at random and read about a
sacrifice to dedicate something called a tabernacle that the
children of Israel had built.

Several paragraphs in, Powerhouse frowned.
“All these sacrifices are exactly the same. I didn’t know they had
copy and paste back then.”

Mrs. Kennedy shook her head.

Powerhouse skipped ahead by a hunk of pages.
“Adam, Seth, Enosh, Kenan, Mahalaleel, Jared, Enoch, Methuselah,
Lamech.” He paused. “Is this the phone book of the Bible?”

After three more chapters like this, he
yawned. “I don’t get it.”

Mrs. Kennedy grabbed the Bible and clutched
it to her chest. “You have to believe.”

Fine then. He could take a hint. About time
to meet the boys, anyway.

Powerhouse returned to the church and mopped
up the basketball court with the black Jimmy Olsen, Kenny Chung,
and Emilio Hernandez.

Kenny pulled him aside. “I need help with my
homework.” Kenny pulled out a math book. “There are a couple things
I don’t get.”

“Let me see.” Powerhouse sat on the blacktop
and stared down at the first math problem on the page: x+8=6x-2.
“This is a challenge. Um, X equals 2.”

Jeff put two in for X. “Wow, X does equal 2.
How’d you know that?”

“X is always equal to 2. Remember that, and
you’ll be fine.”

“So what about this?”

Powerhouse peered at the next problem: x+3=7.
“X equals 2.”

Kenny wrote on the paper. “That doesn’t
work.”

“All I know is x equals 2.”

“Okay.”

“Go play basketball.”

Kenny closed the book and ran back out on the
court.

Emilio ran over to Powerhouse.

He eyed Emilio. “You don’t have trigonometry,
do you?”

Emilio shook his head. “Nah, some guys at
school are trying to get me to use drugs with them. Could you pray
for me?”

“Sure. God, help Emilio. Amen.”

“That’s it?”

“Should I say something else?”

“I guess not.” Emilio returned to the
game.

Jimmy jogged over.

Powerhouse grinned. “Jimmy! So, how are you
doing?”

“Okay, I guess. The only thing is it’s kinda
scary walking home at night.”

“Don’t worry, Jimmy. Powerhouse is on the
job. I’ll clean up the streets.”

Jimmy’s eyes sparkled. “You got superpowers,
so you could actually do it.”

“I could and I will. I’ve got super hearing
just like Superman, Jimmy. You ever get into trouble, call my name,
and I’ll come and save you.” Powerhouse extended his hands over his
head. “Up, up, and away!” He soared into the sky.

His super hearing picked up Emilio saying, “I
really miss the pastor.”

 

###

 

“You can’t be serious!”

At Carmela’s outburst, Naomi stiffened and
rolled her office chair back further from her so-called friend,
ramming backwards into her desk. “I’ve never been more serious. I
made an appointment with Leona Campbell. I’ll be back in a few days
to finalize everything.”

Carmela white knuckled the arm of Naomi’s
spare red, mesh fabric office chair. “Naomi, you’re throwing away
thirteen years of marriage—not to mention what you’re doing to the
kids.”

The book had warned about this. “You’re
supposed to be my friend, and real friends always support your
decisions.”

“No, sycophants always support your
decisions. Real friends always tell you the truth. Because we love
you too much to simply say whatever lies you want to hear.”

“What is this? You’re no fan of Dave’s. You
should be happy.”

Carmela’s gaze bored into Naomi. She grabbed
the school bus stress toy off of Naomi’s desk and squeezed it.
“What I think of Dave doesn’t matter. I didn’t marry him. Now, if
Dave had beat you or cheated on you, I would stand behind you all
the way, but I won’t smile and nod as you wreck your finances and
destroy your kids for no good reason.”

Why was she making things harder than they
already were? “Look, I’m not happy in this marriage, and I’m not
going to fake it. I took a relationship satisfaction quiz in the
back of Leona’s book, and I scored a twelve on my marital
satisfaction rating. With anything under eighty, they recommend
ending the relationship.”

“There’s no they. There’s Leona Campbell. A
divorce attorney hard selling you.”

“Well, Leona agreed with the scores. I just
need to bring her a $10,000 retainer.”

Carmela’s eyes bugged. “Naomi, where are you
going to get that much money?”

“My 401(k).”

Carmela shook her head like Naomi was a child
and put the death grip on the school bus stress toy. “Naomi, you’re
being taken.”

“No, I’m really fed up. And if he’s not
willing to make me happy, then I need to find someone who
will.”

“I’m concerned about the kids.”

 Naomi waved her hand. “I feared that,
but according to Be Loyal to You, if parents remain in
unsatisfying, unfulfilling relationships, the children will grow up
unfulfilled, too. I don’t want to set a poor example for the
boys.”

“So, by looking out for yourself, you’re
actually helping your kids?”

“Yes, that’s exactly what Leona said. I’m
setting a positive example that will teach them to confidently
pursue what they want rather than wait for someone else to make
them happy.”

Carmela sighed. “But don’t you still love
Dave?”

Naomi winced and put a hand to her fluttering
heart. “It doesn’t matter. He’s found someone else. That’s become
pretty obvious.”

“How?”

“I spent years begging him to lose weight.
Telling him he’d have a heart attack and leave me a young widow.
But did he listen? No. But lately, well, you should see all the new
crayon marks he’s put on my bathroom wall, proudly waving in my
face each lost pound. He was down to 295 last time he weighed.”

“That’s still quite a bit.”

“But he’s been gaining muscles, too. His
chest looks like a pudgy Arnold Schwarzenegger.” Naomi clenched her
fists. “And he’s done it for that tramp.”

Carmela laughed. “What tramp? Did it ever
occur to you he might have gotten tired of being that fat and lost
the weight for his own health or maybe for you?”

“So you’re not going to help me.”

“Help you?”

“When I get the divorce, I’m going to need
help with childcare and you get off earlier than I do and could
take care of the kids.”

Carmela leaned back. “It’s your life, Naomi.
You’re my friend no matter what. But I love those kids. I want to
make sure you’re doing the right thing before I agree to help.
First, I want you to wait two weeks to really think this out before
you even ask for the money from the 401(k). The penalties will kill
you.”

“But the book says if I delay, I’ll weaken my
resolve.”

“This is the biggest decision of your life.
You need to give it time.”

“Okay, fair enough.”

Carmela leaned over Naomi’s desk and snatched
up Be Loyal to You.

Naomi reached for it. “Hey!”

Carmela held the book away. “Please don’t
read this anymore. It’s messing with your mind. I’ll keep it in my
desk, and you can have it back at the end of the two weeks.”

Naomi sighed. “But it’s got the access code
for the online site.”

“Two weeks.”

“Fine.” Naomi threw up her hands.

“Look, I have one more request. I know you
don’t go to church, but—”

“No, I’m not praying about this!” Naomi shook
her head. “God won’t listen to me.”

Carmela took her hand. “God listens to
everyone.”

“No, not me.” Naomi blinked. “On the day Dave
and I got married at the Justice of the Peace, my father cursed us.
‘You have dishonored your father who you can see, and God who you
cannot see, by marrying against my will. From henceforth, you are
cursed, your earth will be iron, your heaven will be as brass and
God will not hear your cry.’”

Carmela squeezed Naomi’s hand. “That’s not
true!”

“I wish it weren’t. But my father never spoke
another word to me until the day he died, and God has abandoned me,
too. We have nothing to say to each other.”

Carmela nodded. “If you can’t pray about
this, then my pastor and Randy and I will pray for you.”

“Well, hopefully you’re on good terms.”
Carmela and Randy Carmichael were churchgoers, sure, but they
rarely talked about religion. Good thing in that it made her more
comfortable, but according to her old pastor, if the Carmichaels
really loved the Lord, they wouldn’t be able to help talking about
him. Though, based on his logic, no bride truly loved her man
unless she gushed about him to perfect strangers on street
corners.

So maybe their prayers might just work.

 

###

 

Marco reached the front of the line. This was
beneath him, but what else could he do to escape Jones’s face? Why
did it haunt him in his dreams like this? He’d killed many men
before without a second thought. So why couldn’t he get a lick of
sleep without Valium?

He entered the confessional and made the sign
of the cross. Thankfully, this parish didn’t know him. “Bless me,
Father, for I have sinned.”

The priest’s robes rustled behind the screen.
“How long has it been since your last confession?”

Good question. How long had it been? Was
Carter president or was it Reagan? Who won the Pennant that year?
“Twenty-six years.”

“I see. So what is this sin?”

“I killed an innocent man, that Reverend
Jones. I can’t get him out of my head. I don’t feel any guilt over
hiring that guy with the rocket compared to what I did to that
Reverend.”

“So, you not only killed Reverend Jones,
you’re also responsible for the twenty deaths downtown?”

“Yes.”

“We all make mistakes, son. Say five Our
Fathers and three Hail Mary’s.”

What? Marco jumped up. “I just told you I
killed a man.”

“And I just told you to say five Our Fathers
and three Hail Mary’s.”

“But I’ve killed a lot of people.”

“I know. Just say five Our Fathers and three
Hail Mary’s. That’ll suffice.”

“But it’s not going to—”

“You could confess to the police if you would
like.”

“Fine, I’ll say the penance.” Marco stomped
out of the confessional and slammed the door behind him. Was this
joker even a priest? That penance would be far more appropriate for
his lies than for murder.

A dumpy, olive-skinned man glanced at his
Bugs Bunny watch as he perused the paper. A little old lady in line
behind the rude gentleman tapped his ankles with her cane. Marco
glared at the rude guy at about the same time. “Read when you get
home.”

 The rude guy slapped the newspaper on
the floor and entered the confessional.

Sheesh, what was his problem? Marco picked up
the newspaper. Yellow highlighter marked several paragraphs of text
and the guy had circled Reverend Jones’s face in blue ink pen and
scrawled “I killed him” under the picture. Marco dropped the paper.
“No, you can’t know!”

A cane beat his ankles. The owner glared.
“Young man.”

“Sorry.” Marco drew a deep breath. The rude
guy didn’t know. He was a psycho who either believed he’d killed
the Reverend or wanted everyone else to think so.

Marco took wide strides towards the exit. The
psycho probably came here regularly with false confessions and
earned him the weaker sentence. If so, the priest would realize his
mistake soon enough.

He reached the foyer of the church. The
priest cried behind the sanctuary door, “My God, what have I
done?”

Marco dashed out onto the sidewalk. He bent
over, touching his knees as he panted.

No way was he doing that again. He’d patch
things up with God on his terms. Cops, judges, and prosecutors all
had their price, so must God. It’d be expensive, but worth it.

 

###

 

Night Lord leaned back in his desk chair
under his lair’s black light. How dare Marco lord it over him. “If
you’re such a tough guy, why don’t you deal with Powerhouse? You’re
the one with a contract out on him.”

Marco stiffened. “Yeah, if you kill him, you
get a nice 750 G bonus.”

“That’s it? That’s all I’m risking my life
for?”

“I can raise the price to 850 G, but that’s
about all I can do.”

“How am I supposed to kill this guy for such
a paltry sum?”

“You’re a bright boy. Figure it out—but don’t
blow up anything that costs over a hundred thousand dollars.”

 

###

 

Marco delivered another left hook to the
image of Powerhouse screenprinted on the Everlast heavy bag in his
exercise room. Stuffing spilled out of the seams. He’d have to get
that sewn up. The bag wasn’t cheap, but definitely the best
purchase he’d made at the mall. He turned to his speed bag and
alternated between left jabs and right jabs.

His cell phone rang from on top of his gym
bag. He pulled off his right boxing glove and picked up the cell.
“Silvano talking.”

“Sir, it’s Denney. I hope I didn’t wake
you.”

At six a.m? Hardly. “Just working out. Did
you finish that job for my friend?”

“He’s as secure as a bug in a rug. And we’re
safely back in Hong Kong. We did a good thing, I’d say. Breaking a
priest out of the joint will make our next jewel heist go
smoothly.”

The help could be so superstitious. “Good
work, Denney. I’ll have the money transferred tomorrow. Later.”
Marco hung up his cell and tossed it in his gym bag.

He frowned. “Why don’t I feel any
better?”

 

###

 

Night Lord lay on his back with his feet
propped up on the arm of his lair’s black sofa. On the wide screen
plasma television, a video played of Powerhouse’s bust at a ring of
car thieves’ hideout. The thieves fired on Powerhouse.

The coward ran and hid behind a stack of car
doors.

Night Lord smiled. “You’re not bulletproof,
that’s for sure.”

Powerhouse tossed out a smoke bomb.

“That’s a good trick, pal. We’ll have to find
a way around it.”

 

###

 

Powerhouse followed a woman’s scream to the
projects. On the roof of a red apartment building, between two huge
fans taller than he was, a man had a blonde in a trench coat in a
headlock. The man pressed a gun to her throat.

 “This looks like a job for Powerhouse!”
He swooped down and visualized the gun turning red hot. The man
swore and dropped it, releasing the blonde.

She pulled a gun from her trench coat and
aimed at Powerhouse. Several men burst out of the roof access door
with machine guns blazing. Powerhouse dived to the floor, rolled,
materialized a smoke bomb, and threw it at them.

The fans whirred, whipping about hurricane
winds. His assailants slipped on night vision goggles. The smoke
dissipated.

A loud speaker crackled. “Say good night,
Powerhouse.”

Night Lord. Powerhouse flew off the roof.
Pain ripped through the right side of his neck, in the gap between
his helmet and his body armor. Another wave of searing hot fire
assaulted that one weak spot. His own blood choked him.

Each breath rattled and his lungs burned
almost as bad as his neck. He sputtered through the sky like he’d
been drinking. Must land, not going to make it to hospital.

He made it down halfway before his rocket
pack stopped roaring. He plummeted, slammed face down into a
parking lot, and skid out into the street. Cars honked and swerved
around him.

Powerhouse pressed up onto his knees but
collapsed again, agony burning in his neck.

A police siren wailed and red and blue lights
flashed. An officer ran up with a first aid kit and knelt over
Powerhouse. “What happened?”

“Shot,” he whispered with a groan.

The officer opened a pack of gauze from the
first aid kit and applied pressure to the wound. A radio crackled
as the officer’s partner shouted, “We’ve got a gunshot victim at
Roosevelt and Reynolds. Dispatch an ambulance, now!”

Powerhouse’s eyes grew heavy. But if he
closed them, they’d surely never open again.

He whispered, “God, help me. I don’t want to
die.”

Another officer’s black boots fell over him
and hands tugged on Powerhouse’s helmet.

“Stop. You can’t.”

“Sir, we can’t check all of your vitals
unless—”

“No. You can’t. Only I can.”

“You must. We need to—”

“Need to protect my identity.” He sucked in a
burning breath. “Dead anyway if I don’t.”

An ambulance’s sirens blared. Doors slammed.
Squeaky wheels rolled over the blacktop. Faces passed by, a female
EMS with red shoulder-length hair and an Asian male. A black
plastic body board of some sort clattered to the pavement beside
him.

The female bandaged Powerhouse’s wounds while
he repeated another round of giving the same answers to the same
questions about revealing his secret identity. The male EMS finally
came back with a neck brace. “Let the docs reason with him. This
might fit with the helmet on.”

 The female squeezed the brace on
underneath the helmet and carefully rolled him over on his back
onto the plastic board. She strapped him down to it. “We lift him
on three. One . . . two . . . three!”

Both bent over him. A pained expression
appeared on her male co-worker’s face.

The female frowned. “I said three!”

“Yeah, but this guy weighs a ton.”

Powerhouse groaned, his eyes heavy and his
neck on fire. Come on, focus. He visualized himself lying on the
stretcher. It popped him up into the air. He landed on it with a
grunt. The technicians pushed the stretcher with bulging muscles.
It inched towards the ambulance.

The male EMS cursed. “By the time we get him
in, he’ll be dead.”

This couldn’t get more embarrassing.

The officer brought his squad car around. It
disappeared behind Powerhouse. The officer called, “Just guide it.”
A hard bump accompanied by a car engine’s revving pushed the
stretcher towards the ambulance.

Okay, it could.

Two more cop cars pulled up along side the
ambulance. Four officers poured out and all five cops rallied
around Powerhouse, along with the EMS technicians, and lifted the
stretcher into the ambulance. The male EMS climbed in with
Powerhouse.

Dave’s vision swam and his eyelids fluttered,
so heavy. He wanted his wife’s arms around him so bad. “Naomi . . .
Naomi.”

“Who’s Naomi?” asked the EMS.

What would happen to his wife and kids if he
didn’t make it? How could he leave his kids to graduate without
their father?

Strength began to seep back in.

While the technicians rolled him towards the
operating room, an ER nurse ran along side the stretcher with one
of those drip line thingies. Another ER nurse tugged and pulled on
Powerhouse’s costume as if attempting to rip off his armor. “It
won’t budge!”

Powerhouse sighed. They would need access to
his veins. He made his costume disappear, leaving on only his
helmet and his underwear. The ER nurses swarmed him and stabbed his
elbow with the IV line.

A flippy-haired brunette wearing green scrubs
and a stethoscope bent over him. “We need the helmet off, too,
sir.”

“No one sees the face of Powerhouse.”

The operating room doors beeped and burst
open. They rolled him on through. The doctor sighed and pointed to
two ER nurses. “You and you. Everyone else out.”

She turned back to him and folded her arms.
“Look, we’re medical professionals. We can be trusted to keep
information confidential.”

Powerhouse shook his head. “I can’t endanger
you.”

A gray-skinned giant in black armor and a
green cape stepped up beside the doctor.

Powerhouse blinked. “Zolgron?”

Zolgron nodded. “Only you can see me. One of
your powers is super fast healing, but that won’t help you any if
she doesn’t remove those bullets. You can change your face so it
won’t look like you, but you do have to take off the helmet.”

“Why didn’t I think of that?”

Zolgron smirked and faded away.

Powerhouse changed his face to the actor he’d
want to cast as him if he ever got a movie deal. “You can remove
the helmet.”

She removed the helmet to reveal the
Robin-style eye mask he wore for backup. “We need that off, too.”
The doctor removed the mask. “Brad Pitt! I’m removing bullets from
Brad Pitt’s neck. Oh I could just die!”

“So could I, if you don’t hurry.”

“Oh, sorry.”

One of her friends slipped him a pixy cup of
some sort of medicine and slapped an oxygen mask over his face.
“Breathe deep and count backwards from ten.”

By the time he reached four, Dave was dressed
in a heavily starched hospital gown and sitting in a comfy recliner
in some sort of waiting room. What? How’d he get here? Oh, they
knocked him out. Dirty rotten trick.

So weird. His temples pounded, his stomach
felt a bit queasy, and a heavy bandage wrapped his neck, but
strength had replaced the pain. He stood and stretched.

The doctor strolled in. “You’re up already?
Great.” She pulled his eye mask out of her pocket and handed it to
him. “Put this back on, and we’ll get you into a room.”

“I’m feeling much better.”

“But it’s only been a couple hours since you
were shot.”

“And how many superheroes have you
treated?”

She blinked. “None.”

“Trust me, I’m fine.” Dave slid the eye mask
on and marched for the exit.

“I can’t wait to tell everybody I treated
Brad Pitt!” the doctor said behind him, muffled.

Dave whirled back around and laughed. “A
trustworthy medical professional! Ha! I’m not really Brad Pitt! I
can change my face to look like any face I want.”

She frowned. “Such as Will Smith?”

“Sure.” Dave morphed his face to appear like
Will Smith’s.

An oath popped out of her gaping mouth. “This
is great. What about Bill Clinton?”

His face morphed again, but felt like it
stopped far too soon.

The doctor wrinkled her nose. “Oh gross!”

Zolgron laughed. “You can only do that twice
before it sticks in between. And it won’t be able to change back
for four hours.”

Dave sighed. Now you tell me.

“Sorry, ma’am.” Dave changed back into
Powerhouse. He glared at the doctor. “Do us both a favor. Tell the
press nothing.”

“A promise is a promise. You weren’t even
here.” She pointed at another door. “But go out the back exit, or
you’ll run into them out front.”

“Thanks.” He ran out the exit.

Weakness stole over him. No way could he fly
all the way home.

He mentally exchanged his superhero gear for
Dave Johnson’s clothes, stopped at a bus depot, and bought a ticket
to his hometown on the last bus leaving Seattle.

Once aboard the bus, Dave closed his eyes to
visit Zolgron. Dave’s sneakers splashed ankle deep into the
churning black waters beneath the water fall. Ominous dark skies
lurked above.

Beside the forward-leaning, neon orange curly
fry tree, Zolgron smiled. “You had me worried there for a
minute.”

Dave frowned. “I could have died.”

“But you didn’t.”

“How many of your friends have died?”

“If you mean my hosts, all of them. With one
exception, the longest I’ve had one host is six months.”

Dave’s eyes widened. “Six months! Why didn’t
you tell me?”

“It didn’t seem important.”

An ice cold rain pelted Dave, wracking him
with shivers. “I don’t want to die, Zolgron.”

“All mortal species do eventually. Be
careful, and you may set a record.”

“I’ll be careful, all right. Powerhouse will
never fight again.”

Zolgron scowled. “You can’t be serious.”

“I want to see my kids graduate. I don’t want
to die fighting some drug dealer.”

“You coward!”

“I’m alive, that’s what matters. I’ll take
care of my family. I won’t die on them.”

“But you’ve made promises. How can you break
your word?”

An image of a black boy James’ age flashed.
“Don’t judge me, Zolgron! He’s not even the real Jimmy Olsen.”

“You can’t seriously mean that.”

“Can’t I? Let me just say you’ll have a good
sixty years to figure out the meaning of life, or whatever it is
you’re supposed to learn.”

Back home, Dave crept into the boys’ room and
kissed their sweet angel faces. He lumbered through the living room
into his own bedroom. Naomi lay in their bed, her chest rising and
falling at a steady rhythm.

Dave slipped in beside her, placed his arms
around her, and stroked her cheek. “Don’t you worry, Naomi. From
now on, things will be different, I promise. Powerhouse is dead.
Long live Dave Johnson.”

 

###

 

Night Lord smiled as the evening news came
back from commercial break. Maybe they’d finally stop tormenting
him and get to the good news already.

The news anchor stared into the camera, his
hands folded on the black desk. “Good evening, we have a
development with Powerhouse, the mystery man fighting crime in our
community. John Marley has the story.”

Marley stood in the parking lot outside the
hospital. “Thank you, Karen. According to sources at the Police
Department, earlier this evening, Powerhouse was rushed to the
hospital in critical condition due to a gunshot wound. Official
details remain sketchy at this hour, but reputable sources do not
expect Powerhouse to pull through.”

Night Lord hit the power button on the
remote.

He went to the wine cabinet, poured himself a
glass of sherry, and raised it high. “Here’s to me, the slayer of
superheroes.”

 

 

 


Chapter 9

The Retirement of Powerhouse

 

A burning bacon odor sped Naomi’s heartbeat.
Derrick must be trying to “help” again. She jumped up out of bed,
put her robe on, and ran out to the kitchen through the
bathroom.

Dave, at the stove? Her jaw fell open. “What
are you doing?”

He turned to face her with a boyish grin.
“Making breakfast.”

Naomi scrunched her nose. “Thanks, but it
smells likes it’s burning.”

“Oops, sorry.” He turned off the burner. “How
about we all go out for breakfast?”

“The kids have school.”

“Oh. Then how about you and I go out to
breakfast?”

“Who’ll get the kids up?”

“One moment.” Dave sped into the boys’ room.
A brash beeping noise echoed. He jogged back. “They’re up and can
make their own breakfast. There’s plenty of cereal in the
house.”

Was she dreaming? It’d been a decade at least
since Dave had tried to fix breakfast and well over a year since
he’d invited her out. “Okay, we’ll go.”

 

###

 

Digging into his pancake breakfast, Dave
beamed at the stars in his wife’s eyes. Nothing like good ol’
Mickey D’s to impress a woman.

Naomi swallowed the bite in her mouth. “I got
another award from the division.”

Dave blinked. “You got an award from the
division before?”

“You’re never around long enough to tell you
these things.”

“Oh, sorry. Life’s been crazy, but things are
going to change.”

Naomi wiped her mouth with a napkin. “I hope
so.” She flashed a smile at him. “Thanks for breakfast.”

At home, Dave strolled to the sink and peered
at the rubbery crusts of last night’s pizza, empty root beer cans,
and scratched glass dishes smeared with pizza sauce and melted
mozzarella. The boys had eaten, all right.

He fished the garbage from the sink and
tossed it out on his way out to the backyard. He shook his head at
the shin-high grass, overgrown juniper hedges, and the rusted, 80’s
style swing set. Compared to the neighbors’ places, his lawn looked
like a scrap heap.

Squirrels and robins scampered about, but
they wouldn’t get nervous and call the police. He focused and
visualized his lawn with the grass cut, the hedges trimmed, and the
weeds and the safety hazard gone. His backyard morphed to match,
now neat, trim—and totally boring.

“Hmm. This looks like a job for
Powerhouse.”

 

###

 

Dave patted the earth around his new date
palm and arched his back. With his super powers, he didn’t really
hurt, but a normal person would be sore after a day of planting
eight exotic trees, four in his back yard and four in his front
yard.

The school bus screeched to a halt. James
rumbled off it, watching TV on his iPod.

Dave called, “So what do you think of the
trees?”

James looked up from his iPod. “Oh. Nice.” He
walked inside the house.

Derrick bounced over. “Hey, Dad! Let’s go
play superheroes.”

“Um.” Dave squirmed. “Can we play something
else?”

Derrick gasped. “But you always want to play
superheroes.”

“I’m tired of superheroes. Let’s play
baseball.”

An hour later, Naomi’s minivan pulled into
the driveway. Dave put down his mitt and jogged towards the
minivan. She got out and gaped. “Dave, what have you done to the
yard?”

He beamed. “You like it?”

“Yeah, where did you get these trees?”

“Um, a friend gave them to me.”

“Some of these only grow in the South
Pacific.”

“He’s a good friend.”

“Who is he?”

“Powerhouse. Um, it was for helping him with
the car thieves.”

“Oh, well, tell Powerhouse a palm tree won’t
survive a Washington state winter.”

Darn. “I’ll mention it.” Dave glanced behind
him at Derrick. “Let’s pack it in, son.”

He led the way into the kitchen. Naomi put
her purse on the kitchen table, sat down, and removed her
shoes.

Dave opened the fridge, pulled out a bouquet
of Native Hawaiian flowers, and presented them to Naomi. “For
you.”

Tears slid down her cheeks. She sniffled and
wiped her eyes.

Oops. Was she allergic? “You’ll have to eat
without me, but I brought home a pineapple that we can share.”

Naomi got it out of the fridge, cut it up,
and joined Dave at the dining nook’s claw-foot pedestal dining
table. She took a bite of the pineapple and gasped. “Oh, Dave, I
haven’t had a pineapple this good since we had a fresh one when we
went to Hawaii. Where’d you get it?”

“Wow, it’s getting late. I gotta get to
work.” Dave escaped to the garage.

 

###

 

A screaming, prime time TV lawyer’s rant
about the justice system failing a child echoed from Dave’s
bedroom. Tiptoeing, he slipped inside. Shadows danced around the
perimeters of the light cast by the TV and Naomi’s fuzzy yellow
bedside lamp. She leaned forward as she sat on the edge of the bed,
looking so cute in her heather gray T-shirt and matching walking
shorts.

He stripped off his coveralls. “Say, you want
to go out to eat?”

She jumped, picked their button up off the
DVD player, and hit mute. “It’s seven o’clock. What are you doing
here?”

“I finished early.”

“Six hours early?”

“Look you wanna go or not?”

“I’m not really hungry. I just ate.”

“What about a movie?”

She clicked the TV off and stood. “Sure.”
Naomi hesitated. “What about the kids?”

Darn. So close. “James is old enough to be
left alone.”

“He’s only eleven, Dave.”

“I was left alone a few times when I was
eleven.”

“But he’s too young to babysit.”

“Look, you got us in a good neighborhood.
They’ll be fine for a little while.”

Naomi shook her head. “I don’t know,
Dave.”

“Oh, come on. It’s been ages since we’ve been
out just the two of us.” He took her hand in his and grinned.

Naomi giggled and grinned back.

After the movie, Dave drove to a city park.
He beamed. He’d missed this old place.

Naomi got out of the car. “Dave, we haven’t
been here since we were teenagers.”

“We’re long overdue for a visit.” He drew her
to him, bent down, and kissed her.

She gasped and backed away. “Somebody could
have seen us.”

“So?”

She sighed. “We can spend twenty minutes
here, and then we have to get home.”

Dave and Naomi strolled down a winding path
guarded by white pine, oak, old spruce. All nice, but where was
their tree? He used his X-ray vision to search for the maple tree
with an engraving on the opposite side. Aha. He led her by the hand
to their tree.

At the old maple, Naomi peered up at him.
“What’s this?”

Dave pulled out his keychain flashlight and
shined a light on the tree to reveal the “DJ + NH” engraved on the
trunk inside a heart.

Naomi gasped. “Dave, you were—”

“Fifteen.”

“How did you remember?”

“I never forgot it. Other things just came
up. But I’ll take care of you first from now on. Things will be
different.”

 Naomi threw her arms around him and
drew him into the succulent sweetness of her lips.

Dave pulled away, grinning. “But someone
might see us.”

“Shut up and kiss me.”

Dave obeyed and kissed her. Man, it’d been
such a long time.

A dog barked. Naomi let go. She turned away
from the tree. “We better get back.”

“So same time tomorrow night?”

“Um, even if you can finish early all the
time, this isn’t wise to do regularly. One of the guys from the
work could see you in town. You should try and get a day job.”

Did she have to start that again? Things were
going so well. “No one hires a janitor to work days. I’d have to go
back to school, which would mean even more time away from you.”

“You’ll come up with something.” She caressed
his hand and gazed up into his eyes. “I love you.”

He smiled. “I love you, too.”

 

###

 

Naomi stepped out of her green Honda minivan
in the strip mall parking lot outside Leona Campbell’s storefront
law office. She wrinkled her nose at the sign—Divorces R Us. Ugh.
Most lawyers hated to handle a divorce or anything related to one.
According to her research, Leona had a monopoly among women in the
city.

Naomi pushed through the door open. It
chimed.

Leona stood shelving law books with her
paralegal. The paralegal’s light brown, turned-inside-out ponytail
seemed extra soft and feminine beside the jagged edges of Leona’s
pixie cut.

Both women turned and smiled. Leona waved.
“Naomi! Come on in, we’ve been waiting for you. Take a seat.”

Naomi sat in an armless, brown leather chair.
Leona slid into the next seat. “Let’s get those papers finalized.
Do you have the money? Are you ready to move out tonight?”

“That’s what I wanted to talk about. I’m not
going ahead with the divorce.”

Leona stared like Naomi had said she wanted
to boil Derrick for dinner. “Oh, God, tell me you’re not serious,
Naomi.”

“Dave’s being so kind. He’s a good man at
heart.”

“Good men belong beside Santa Claus. Divorce
is the woman’s ultimate liberation. It was the best thing I ever
did. You’ve slaved for him all these years. He’s nice for a few
days, and you’re going to lose your resolve?”

“I have to think about the kids, and I do
love him.”

“Kids don’t need fathers. I only had my
mother and look how I turned out.”

That wasn’t a selling point.

Leona sniffed. “And what’s love? I love my
cats more than I loved my ex-husband.”

That would explain some things. “I want to
give it another shot.”

“Have it your way.” Leona sighed the same way
Dad and Naomi’s pastor used to whenever she did wrong. “When you’re
ready, I’ll be here to show you the path to freedom.”

“Thanks.” Naomi stood and marched out on legs
aching to run.

Hopefully, she’d never have to come back.

 

###

 

Naomi walked up to Carmela’s desk in the vast
sea of cubicles. Carmela sat on Naomi’s blue exercise ball, typing
in an appraisal. Naomi rubbed the back of her wrist. “Can I have Be
Loyal To You back?”

“Two weeks aren’t up.”

“I don’t need two weeks.”

Carmela’s shoulders drooped as she pulled the
book out and handed it over. Naomi strolled to the recycle bin and
dropped the book in. She glanced back. Carmela clapped. “You go,
girl!” She walked over to Naomi. “So I take it my services as a
babysitter won’t be necessary?”

“Nope. Looks like God listens to you. Dave’s
like a new man.”

“That’s fantastic.”

“But if you could keep praying a little. He
asked to see our statements.”

“And what’s wrong with that? He should know
what’s going on.”

But what if he next wanted to garner her
wages and control every last penny anyone in their family earned,
like Dad?

Naomi took a deep breath. Her free-spirited
husband had clashed so terribly with Dad for a reason. “Well, he’s
not a financial professional, and he may not understand the
complexity of the steps I’ve taken to ensure our long-term
stability. A layman could become concerned.”

Carmela laughed. “So long as no one issues
any statements where Spider-Man explains the customer’s finances in
cartoon bubbles, I doubt you have much to worry about.”

Naomi put her hands on her hips. “There you
go again.”

“What?”

“You don’t want me to get divorced, but you
tear down my husband any chance you get.”

Carmela blinked. “Who doesn’t talk smack
about their husbands?”

“Well, could you not talk smack about mine?
I’ve decided I want to stay married, and that doesn’t help.”

Carmela nodded. “Okay, you win.”

 

###

 

Dave sat in his janitor’s closet, blinking
and squinting at the alphabet soup that swirled on the financial
statements.

Zolgron materialized by the drain, his arms
folded. “Wouldn’t it be more fun to be in Seattle busting a meth
lab?”

Dave scrunched his eyebrows and pursed his
lips together. “No more fun stuff. I’m going to be a serious adult
my wife can be proud of.”

“Admirable, but you don’t really understand
what you’re looking at.”

Dave sighed. “Yeah, Naomi’s got so many IRAs
and LOCs, loans, credit cards, ESAs, 509s, and 401(k)s. We even
somehow have got two mortgages.” He pulled her check register out
of his coveralls pocket and held it aloft. “And this might as well
be in Swahili.”

“If it was, I could help, I speak Swahili.”
Zolgron paused. “I know what your problem is. You’re reading the
statements. You need to absorb them like you did the law books.
Then you’ll understand them.”

“You’re right.” Dave placed his hands on the
stack of bank statements and the check register. Static electricity
shot through his body. “It worked. I understand everything!”

“And now you know the state of your
finances.”

Dave nodded. Wait, this wasn’t a good thing.
“We’re broke! I wanted to take everyone to Disneyland. You know, to
kind of get to know each other? But there’s no way. Naomi’s got
like twelve credit cards she shifting balances around all the time,
and there’s still $60,000 in student loans from when she got her
Master’s Degree in French History.”

“Wait, she works at a bank.”

Dave beamed. “She’s the only mortgage banker
who can tell you all about the Dreyfuss affair, Napoleon, and Joan
of Arc. The degree will pay for itself eventually. But then we also
have two car loans, and she’s been taking money from a Quick Cash
store that’s charging us even more than the credit cards.”

“And you didn’t know about this?”

Dave shrugged. “I always figured, if the
credit card doesn’t decline, everything’s okay. Maybe I was
wrong.”

“Well, then, why don’t you get some
money?”
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